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	1. Chapter 1

**Hey guys! This is my first fanfic, so I would really appreaciate reviews.**

**NOTE: I DO NOT OWN HAKUOUKI OR ANY OF ITS AMAZING CHARACTERS.**

**Summary: This is the story of the playful, sarcastic, (good-looking), and determined Souji Okita. I will try to somewhat follow his story to the game, but it will have some of my own extras.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 1: The Encounter<p>

The night was cold and windy. The sky was a marvelous painting, with the moon casting a silver glow to the clouds surrounding it. No one was out in the city of Kyoto, which was expected considering it was the middle of the night. Okita Souji was running through the empty streets, his steps barely a whisper. A smirk was plastered on his face; his hand was already on the hilt of his sword, anxious to kill. He knew that his current situation was serious, but he could not help his need for fun. His eyes scanned the streets carefully for any of the furies that had escaped from headquarters. He suddenly stopped when he heard the distant moans and rasping laughter of the furies. He approached the alley, almost letting out a laugh of glee, but his hopes vanished when he turned into the corner. He saw his comrade standing calmly next to the dead corpses of the monsters, he had finished the job.

"What a pity", Souji almost whined.

A pair of stoic blue eyes met Souji's emerald gaze.

"I wanted to kill both of them myself. You were fast this time, Hajime-kun", Souji sighed afterwards in defeat.

"I only did as my duty required", Saito Hajime replied in his usual monotoned voice.

Souji finally caught up to him when he noticed a girl, hidden behind several small crates, staring up at the two men in awe and fright. Souji grinned at the girl's terrified expression when her huge brown orbs met his. Before she could say anything, she gasped when she caught sight of a sword just inches away from her throat.

"Listen, don't try to run", a familiar stern voice commanded.

"If you try to run, I'll kill you", threatened Hijikata Toshizou.

The girl must have been ultimately frightened because she seemed to have forgotten how to breathe. Snow started to fall gently, it was illuminated beautifully to look like sakura petals. Souji nearly laughed at the irony of the scene. Beautiful snow falling on the dead, atrocious corpses. His attention shifted to sound of the girl's body hitting the ground.

"My, my, did she faint because you scared her, Hijikata-san?" Souji inquired in his playful tone, while kneeling down next to the girl's body.

"Vice-captain, what do we do with the bodies?", Saito asked without getting off track.

"Just remove their coats and let the inspectors handle the rest", Hjikata didn't hesitate to respond, ignoring Souji's first remark. Saito then proceeded to removing the coats.

"What do we do with this one?", Souji shifted the attention back to the girl.

Hijikata furrowed his brows at the girl's limp body.

"...We'll take her back to the headquarters with us", Hijikata instructed.

"Eh? Is it safe not to kill her? She saw what happened", Souji quesitoned. It would have been easier to just kill her now before she could tell anyone about tonight's events, plus it would have saved Souji the effort of dragging her to headquarters. Hijikata paused for a moment, carefully thinking his response.

"We'll decide what we do with her after we return" Hijikata turned away, not wanting to further drag out the conversation. With that said, Hijikata and Saito started their way back towards headquarters, leaving Souji to carry the girl over his shoulder.

"This is going to be interesting...", a playful smirk stretched across Souji's face as he descended into the night towards home.

* * *

><p><strong>What do you guys think? There will be more soon to come, so stay tuned!<strong>


	2. Chapter 2

**I hope you enjoyed the first chapter, I know it was pretty short because it was the intro, but the story will progress. Just a heads-ups, it will take me some time to upload future chapters, there is a lot going on right now, but I will try to do the best I can.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 2: The Meeting<p>

The sun rose bright and early, causing Souji to get out of bed. After he got dressed and made his futon, he walked into the dining room where he could smell breakfast being made. He sat down next to Saito just as Harada Sanosuke and Toudou Heisuke brought out everyone's tray of food. Breakfast was normal with the usual conversations about patrols, and soon enough Shinpachi Nagakura started to steal Heisuke's food, which led on to them completely forgetting their table manners. Eventually, there was nothing else to talk about, except last night's events, which everyone avoided to discuss.

Finally, Kondo Isami spoke up and asked, "What happened after the furies got out?". Hijikata stiffened, but he stood up, everyone's eyes were trained on him.

"Let's discuss this in the meeting room", and with that, Hijikata departed from the dining room and started to walk towards the meeting room. Everyone else followed Hijikata and took their usual spots in the meeting room. It was a small room, but it was big enough for all the captains to gather around, and it gave them the privacy they needed away from the rest of the Shinsengumi.

"Well then Hijikata-san, what happened?", asked Harada.

"We were able to find the furies and kill them, but they killed three ronin last night", replied Hijikata in a stale voice.

"So if you guys took care of them there's nothing to worry about, right?", Shinpachi asked.

"Not quite", interjected Souji in his teasing voice.

"A kid saw everything that happened and passed out as soon as we got there", Souji continued.

The others were processing all the information they just heard, while Hijikata turned to Inoue Genzaburo.

"Go get the child", ordered Hijikata, then Inoue took his leave.

"What! You brought the kid here?", questioned Heisuke.

"We still have to interrogate her, it was necessary", stated Hijikata

"I thought it would've been a better idea to just kill the brat", Souji teased. Everyone either frowned or rolled their eyes at Souji's constant sarcasm, but their attention shifted to the door when it slid open to reveal the young girl from last night, who walked in along with Inoue. She looked around at everyone nervously as she made her way in.

"Good morning!", Souji greeted her with a smirk. Her eyes widened a little when she met his gaze, immediately recognizing him.

"Looks like you slept well, considering that you have tatami marks on your face", Souji teased her, while giving her a mischievous grin.

"W-What!?", the girl stuttered, her face already turning red in embarrassment while attempting to cover it with her tied hands.

"He's only joking, you don't have any tatami patterns on your face", Saito told the girl, immediately putting an end to Souji's amusement.

"Hmph. You're no fun at all, Hajime-kun", Souji pretended to pout.

"That's enough", Yamanami Keisuke, better known as Sannan-san, interjected.

"Hello! Please come in", Kondo welcomed the girl warmly. She closed the door and took a seat in front of the men. As she adjusted to her spot, the men observed her. Heisuke commented on the fact that she was only a kid, then Harada and Shinpachi started to make fun of him for being a kid too. Soon afterwards, Kondo started to introduce everyone to the girl. Hijikata interrupted him, stating that there was no reason to introduce themselves to a prisoner. Souji almost laughed at Kondo's ill-placed kindness, but it was one of the reasons that made Kondo the respectable commander of the Shinsengumi. After Kondo apologized for his careless mistake, he cleared his throat.

"Souji told me what you saw last night, is it true?", Kondo asked, a little more serious now. The girl stiffened at the accusation against her.

"No! That's not true! I didn't see anything at all last night!", the girl immediately defended herself.

"Really? So you weren't with the other ronin?", Souji asked this time. Before she could answer, Souji cut her off.

"Let's just kill her already", Souji suggested in his playful tone, to which the girl could not tell if he was joking or not. Panic started to seep through the girl.

"I wasn't with the ronin at all! They were chasing me, so I hid in the alley, and that's when those monsters appeared and started killing the ronin. They were about to kill me too, but then you guys showed up and stopped them, so in a way I was saved by all of you", the girl spoke quickly, but she wasn't lying. Souji chuckled at the girl's honesty. He noticed that the girl had just contradicted what she had said earlier before.

"Wow, you really are honest, aren't you?", he questioned playfully. The girl's eyes widened with fear as she realized her mistake, then Saito got up and walked towards her. He began to drag her out of the room when the girl pleaded for her life.

"Wait! I can't die yet! There are things that I still must do!", the girl cried out in desperation, almost sobbing while she was squirming under Saito's firm grip.

"If you have strong reasons to live, then please, don't hesitate to share them", Hijikata advised sternly, giving the girl one more chance. Saito released his grip on the girl and returned to his original spot on the floor.

"You can start by telling us your name", Sannan-san instructed in a nice tone. The girl sat down again, while the rest of the room stood silent to listen to her response. The girl inhaled deeply to steady her breathing. Finally, she worked up the nerve and spoke.

"My name is Yukimura Chizuru"

* * *

><p><strong>I know this chapter was kind of short because it's also part of the intro (plus I don't want to bore you with a long intro that most of you already know), but it's all story development. I think next chapter I'll start characterizing Okita and Chizuru more as the story progresses. Please review or comment, and tell me what you guys think so far. Have a nice day!<strong>


	3. Chapter 3

**Hello! I managed to have extra time today so here's another chapter. I hope you guys are enjoying the story so far, I know that I am having a great time writing this. I've decided that the story will exceed 5 chapters for sure, just wanted to let you guys know if you want to keep tabs with the story. Let me just say that the story will be long because I really want to make sure that my audience understands all of the characters, and more characters will be added because they all have some sort of impact in the story. If you didn't notice already, the story takes place through Souji's perspective (even though it's not in first-person). Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 3: Patrol<p>

Time seemed to pass quickly for Souji, which somewhat surprised him. He expected life with Chizuru to drag him down or ruin his constant routine. After she told the Shinsengumi that she was the mysterious daughter of the doctor, Yukimura Koudou, the Shinsengumi offered her protection until they found Koudou. The doctor had mysteriously disappeared in a fire a few months ago when he was in the middle of conducting his research on the furies. It was he who created the still unpredictable Water of Life for the Shinsengumi. The Water of Life made men, who drank its scarlet content, turn into furies and gain incredible regenerative powers as well as inhuman strength and speed, but it all came with a price. Once one became a fury, he would be constantly haunted by a strong lust for blood. Without blood, it drove the kindest of men to become soulless, blood-craving demons. Even with blood, a fury would never be able to quench his thirst.

One might question, "Why on Earth are the Shinsengumi producing such a horrible medicine?". The idea seemed appalling, but Koudou was determined to find a way to control the blood lust, but he vanished before he could ever find a cure. The existence of furies and the Water of Life was only known by the captains, and they intended to keep it a secret from everyone else, including Chizuru. She had left her hometown of Edo in search of her father, when she suspected something had happened to her him since he had not written to her in a month. She had no idea of the kind of work Koudou had done, but it was best for her at moment to not know.

Eventually, Chizuru fit in with everyone, while doing chores and such, as well as making herself useful. However, she struggled with Sannan-san. He was wounded badly on his left arm, which prevented him from swinging his sword. He became distant and cold to everyone. Chizuru tried to reach out to him by preparing him meals that did not require chopsticks. Despite her efforts, Sannan-san pushed her away, claiming that he did not want her pity.

Besides her issues with Sannan-san, she also recently got permission to join the Shinsengumi on their patrols after Saito had tested her. The test was hilarious for Souji to witness, considering that Chizuru legitimately thought she could hurt Saito, which she was immediately proven wrong. Even with Saito's approval, Souji still warned Chizuru in a half-jokingly way that if she ever got in his way he would kill her. Nonetheless, Chizuru was determined to make use of her time and search for her father.

Her first time out patrolling was easy enough, halfway through at least. Souji had been keeping an eye on her to make sure she did not cause any trouble. She was asking the locals if they had heard about or seen her father, until finally someone pointed her to a direction that might have known. Just as she had walked off, Souji was distracted by some of his men who seemed to have gotten into a fight with several jack-asses who called themselves samurai. Souji didn't hesitate to break up the fight, then afterwards he rushed into the building that Chizuru had run off to. He could see through the entrance that several men had pushed her down on the floor. Souji pulled out his sword when he noticed Chizuru's terrified expression and barged in, disarming the man who was about to stab her.

"O-Okita-san!", Chizuru exhaled in relief to see him.

"You seriously don't have good luck", Souji managed to tease her. The other men became alarmed and unsheathed their swords. Souji turned towards them.

"Of course, that goes for all of us", Souji grinned mischievously, then charged towards the men who were all clearly ronin. Soon afterwards, the rest of Souji's squad came running in and took down the rest of the ronin, only capturing two to interrogate back at headquarters. One of the prisoners happened to be a Choushuu spy, but because Souji had barged into the shop, the Shinsengumi could not use the spy's information to their advantage. Souji had to take the blame, but Chizuru felt just as guilty, as well as Hijikata for allowing her to go on patrol. However, the Shinsengumi figured out that the Choushuu planned to set Kyoto on fire on a windy day, and in the middle of all the chaos they would kidnap the emperor. Hijikata predicted that the Choushuu's would meet somewhere to come up with countermeasures, but there was the possibility of them meeting at either Shikokuya or Ikedaya. The Shinsengumi requested help from the Aizu clan, but their help was not received. Running low on options, the Shinsengumi decided to split up and go to both places. Kondo, Souji, Shinpachi, and Heisuke, along with ten other men would be going to Ikedaya. The remaining captains would go to Shikokuya. Both squads departed, not knowing what to expect. After some time, nightfall had taken over the sky. Once Kondo's team reached Ikedaya, they waited patiently for any sign of a meeting. Crucial minutes were passing, but to Souji, it seemed like hours. The men were starting to get restless. Souji suggested that they should go in either way, knowing it would be a shame if the Choushuus got away. But all they could do was wait silently.

* * *

><p><strong>Hope this chapter was longer, and sorry for the lack of dialogue, but don't worry next chapter will surely be interesting. I also apologize for any grammar mistakes, I didn't have the time to proof-read.<strong>


	4. Chapter 4

**Hey there! Sorry once again for the story's slow pace, but there will finally be some detailed action in this chapter. Plus, this chapter will start narrowing in on Souji's character and you will be introduced to Kazama. Thank you for your patience! Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 4: Ikedaya<p>

The streets were lit by simple candle-lit lanterns, and people still strolled through the wide streets, either returning home or going out to drink. The Ikedaya Inn had been running its business normally, as quests came and went. Kondo's team hid behind a small alley right across the street from the inn. They waited patiently for anything suspicious to happen. Until finally, a man peeked his head out from one of the inn's doors, checking to see if the coast was clear. It was clear to the Shinsengumi that the Choushuu meeting was being held just several yards away from them.

"We hit the jackpot", Souji whispered, affirming everyone's suspicions. The problem was that they were low in numbers, which prevented them from interrupting the meeting.

"Is the Aizu clan here yet?", Kondo asked to no one in particular.

"Not yet", a Shinsengumi soldier answered. Kondo scowled, obviously frustrated that they would have to wait for additional backup. Several minutes passed and there was still no sign of the Aizu clan.

"Damn it! What the hell's keeping the Aizu clan?", Heisuke complained irritably.

"They're too late", Shinpachi stated, trying to stay calm.

"What should we do? It'd be lame if they escaped, Kondo-san" Souji asked for orders. He knew that they could not waste any more time waiting for help that would never come. Plus, Souji was aching to jump into battle, which he figured he wasn't the only one who felt that way. Kondo furrowed his brows in annoyance at the Aizu clan's absence.

"Tsk, we're out of options! We'll go in on our own!", Kondo directed his men, who seemed more than ready for battle. Finally, Kondo led his men to the inn and kicked down the door. Several men inside looked alarmed, not expecting the Shinsengumi to show up.

"We are the Shinsengumi, who serve under the Lord of the Aizu clan!", Kondo shouted. The Choushuus immediately rose and blew off the laterns, preparing to face off against their enemies.

"By imperial decreed, everyone is hereby under arrest! We will not hold back on those who resist! ", claimed Kondo. Unfortunately for the Choushuu, they did not heed Kondo's warning and charged straight ahead.

"Kill them!", Kondo commanded, as he drew his sword out and the other captains started to run towards the mob heading their way. The battle had started. Swords clashed swords. Cries were heard, both of battle and pain. Blades pierced through skin, staining everything crimson. The Shinsengumi had their hands full, but they managed with what they had. Souji relished the moment, not giving a care in the world. He was amused by Kondo's sudden outburst that had alerted all of the Choushuus, who easily outnumbered the Shinsengumi. He slashed his sword at a careless Choushuu and easily dodged the swings against him. Souji and Shinpachi happened to stand right next to each other, pausing briefly to asses their situation.

"It's just like Kondo-san to scream a warning for everyone to hear", Souji joked, clearly not giving a damn that the two of them were surrounded.

"It's all good. It's proper etiquette to let them know what they're up against!, Shinpachi replied back, letting his cocky side show through before charging into battle again.

"So it's good etiquette to put ourselves at a disadvantage", Heisuke joined in on the conversation before killing another man. Despite all of the captains being surrounded, Souji had no doubt that they would win. All of them were skilled swordsmen. The Choushuus started to panic after watching their comrades get slaughtered.

"There's just a handful of them! Don't chicken out! Kill them all!", a Choushuu yelled out, a hint of desperation sounding through his voice.

"Despite all that yelling, he seems pretty damn scared to me", Souji retorted.

"I bet we'll finish 'em off before Hijikata-san brings back-up", Heisuke added, sharing Souji's confidence. Heisuke then charged at the several men that were blocking the stairs, easily clearing the path. Before he could go up, Souji ran up passed him, taking advantage the cleared pathway.

"Passing through", said Souji playfully, mocking Heisuke's effort on clearing the stairs.

"That's cheating!", Heisuke called back, following Souji to the second floor.

Both of them easily cleared the rest of the upper hall. All of the upstairs rooms were empty, but there was one room at the end of the hallway with its door still shut. They waked towards it, stopping when they reached the entrance. Souji slowly slid the door open to peak inside the room, his guard still up. His eyes spotted two men garbed in fancy traditional clothing. The one standing up was a tall, well-built man, with a hard gaze. His red hair was pulled back in a thin pony-tail and he stood with his arms crossed, gazing out at some of the Shinsengumi battling outside from the window. The other man was sitting down next to the window on a bench, who was also watching over the battle. He looked younger than the man standing up, probably being around Souji's age. His head was turned away, but Souji could notice some of his refined features, as well as his short golden hair. Souji and Heisuke entered the room, holding their swords out in front of them, while the two men simply started at them as if they weren't a threat. Heisuke lunged towards the standing man, but was sent flying back when the man hit his chest with just a simple move of his hand. It was obvious he was unlike any soldier Heisuke had encountered before because the man possessed incredible strength that seemed inhuman.

"You're a monster!", Heisuke almost snarled. The man seemed unimpressed as he raised his hand to stop Heisuke from attacking again.

"That's enough. I have no need to fight you", the man simply said in a deep voice.

"What was that?", Heisuke asked confused by the stranger's statement.

"There's no need for me to take your life if you pull back now", the man answered. Heisuke could only smirk at the man's advice, he would not be taken so lightly.

"Sorry, but we've got reason enough to stay. I'm not gonna let a Choushuu bastard like you get away!", Heisuke said in a determined voice, then launched his sword straight at the man. However, the stranger surprised everyone again when he caught the blade in his hand.

"I don't care to be lumped together with the Choushuu", the man stated bluntly, his face hardened even further. He forced the sword out of Heisuke's hand, and with vigorous strength that was humanly impossible, he punched Heisuke's forhead. The impact was strong enough to shatter Heisuke's headband and it sent his body through the wall and into the other room, landing harshly on furniture and rubble. The man afterwards took his leave through window, as if nothing had ever happened.

Souji would have gone after him, but he decided to face off against the golden-haired man instead. Souji charged towards him, swinging his sword constantly at the man. The stranger was able to dodge every blow effortlessly, but Souji could only manage to cut off a small strand of golden hair that hung over the stranger's face. Still persistent, Souji slashed his sword again, this time coming into contact with the man's scabbard. They both backed off from each other to regard one another. The man, with an evil smirk, finally pulled out his sword.

"I see you've got some bite to you", the man's voice was a rich, smooth baritone that displayed interest in Souji's ability. It was then that Souji noticed the stranger's eyes. A deep hue of red that reminded Souji of the color of blood. Souji grinned, suddenly taking an interest to his opponent as well. 'This is going to be fun', Souji thought to himself, already excited.

"If you're not careful, I'll do more than just bite you", Souji teased back before he charged at the man again, and their dance had begun. They constantly traded blows with one another, and the sound of their clashing swords strung loud in Souji's ears. Souji would swing as fast as he could in any direction, but the man matched his pace evenly. When the stranger started to attack, his blows were fast and heavy. Souji did the best he could to block, but he struggled. He decided that it was time for him to get serious, so he backed up and prepared for his signature move. He held the sword with his left hand while using the other to guide the sword in the direction he desired. Souji launched his sword towards the man's heart. He was sure he would not miss, but the stranger was faster. The man had caught the sword between his side and arm, and he was able to hold a firm grip on it. Utilizing his advantage, the man summoned incredible strength to his leg, as he kicked Souji right in the gut. Souji could hear and feel the wet crunch of several of his ribs being broken as he was pushed against the wall. Pain surged through his whole entire body. He struggled to get up, but immediately his throat tingled, forcing him to cough up blood.

"Okita-san!", a familiar voice called. Chizuru rushed over to Souji's side. 'What the hell is she doing here?', Souji thought, surprised by the girl's presence.

"Are you all right?!" she asked in a worried and desperate tone. All Souji could manage to reply were labored gasps and wet, tearing coughs. Chizuru tried moving herself under his arm to lift him up. Souji noticed Chizuru shooting the strange man a glare, which he did not hesitate to return.

"Do you mean to try and stop me as well?", he spoke to Chizuru, his voice was venomous.

"Fight me if you wish, I've no compunctions about killing a child", his voice got lower while warning her. He pointed his sword towards Chizuru, ready to take her life away if he needed to. Anger boiled through Souji's veins as he used the energy he had left to force himself up, groaning in pain. He positioned himself in front of Chizuru, facing the stranger.

"No, Okita-san! You can't!", Chizuru yelled desperately, trying to pull Souji back. Souji stood firmly as he placed an arm in front of her, pushing her behind him.

"You're fighting me, right? Leave the kid alone", Souji glared at the man. Souji had to force himself to speak, which left him gasping for air. The man just grinned, taking pleasure from Souji's pain.

"What a fool. Just what do you intend to do? You're wounded, possibly fatally. You can scarcely stand", the man sneered at Souji. That struck a nerve deep in Souji, who usually had a high tolerance level.

"Shut up! I've still got some fight left, you bastard!", Souji yelled. He did not want to admit to himself that he was in no condition to fight, he was too stubborn to give up.

"Stop that! You're still coughing up blood!", Chizuru protested, knowing all to well that Souji would not be able to survive if he fought again. The man just looked at them with cool, disinterested eyes as he sheathed his sword in one swift motion.

"...What?", Chizuru asked, confused by what had just happened. The man sighed and approached the window.

"The moment the meeting was interrupted, my business here was at an end", he stated coldly. He gracefully leapt out from the windowsill and disappeared into the night.

"He...ran?", Chizuru wondered out loud. He hadn't run, in fact, he let them go. Still pissed, Souji cursed in frustration.

"Damnit! I...I can still fight", Souji struggled to speak.

"Okita-san...", Chizuru mumbled softly. After a moment of silence Chizuru finally spoke up.

"Why did you do that?", she asked Souji timidly. Souji looked at Chizuru, waiting for her to clarify her question.

"You always said you'd kill me if I got in your way...", Chizuru spoke nervously, but she looked at him in the eye. Souji raised a brow in surprise, now realizing that he had protected the girl.

"Huh... Yeah... Why did I do that?", Souji wondered, not intending for his words to slur. He had acted on instinct, there was no time to think.

"I'll figure that out...later..., but I really gotta kill...that...", but before he could finish, his body all of the sudden weighed more than what his muscles could support, and he collapsed on the floor. His eyes slowly closed shut.

"Okita-san?!", was the last thing Souji could hear from Chizuru before he completely blacked out.

* * *

><p><strong>Finally! A long chapter! I hope you guys enjoyed reading this, I apologize for any grammar errors (I'm writing this at midnight). I loved writing this chapter because it focused more on Souji and I just love Kazama. It will probably be awhile before I post more chapters, just letting you know in advance. Please reviewcomment, I really want to know what you guys are thinking about the story. As always, have an awesome day and thank you for reading!**


	5. Chapter 5

**Hey guys, what's up? I hope you are enjoying the story so far. I have edited the previous chapters if you want to read back through them again (don't worry, I didn't change any content, I just fixed several grammatical errors). The story will definitely be at least ten chapters long, maybe even longer. This chapter won't be as intense as the last chapter, but it will have more interaction between Souji and Chizuru. I apologize in advance if there are any grammar errors, and thanks for waiting patiently for this chapter. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 5: Late Morning<p>

It was hard for Souji to wake up. He was not sure how long he had been unconscious, but he was just eager to get out of bed. As he tried to move, he winced in pain, now remembering what last night's battle had done to him. Souji replayed the events in his mind, and he was starting to get angry again over his battle with the red-eyed ronin. He hated knowing that the stranger had spared his life because he was weak agaist the ronin's extraordinary power. Souji became frustrated with himself, blaming himself for not being strong enough to fight against the ronin. Souji was a man of pride and was the Shinsengumi's best swordsman, only falling under Kondo. Defeat was something he had hardly experienced, and he was not the best at dealing with it. Souji decided to take nap again, hoping it would calm him down. Just as he was about to fall asleep, Hijikata entered Souji's room.

"You know it's rude to walk in on someone who's sleeping", Souji joked. Hijikata ignored him and sat beside Souji.

"How are your wounds? Do they still hurt?", asked Hijikata in his usual firm voice, but Souji knew that he was concerned over him.

"More or less", Souji managed to say in a light tone. Hijikata helped him get up and led him out of his room.

"Go get something to eat, then come find me so I can give you some medicine for your wounds", Hijikata ordered and walked away before Souji could protest. Souji had lost his appetite from the foul mood he was in, but he made his way towards the kitchen, thinking his hunger would return after seeing food. He was surprised to see Chizuru cooking something in the kitchen. He silently watched her chop several vegetables while she hummed a catchy tune.

"Good morning, Chizuru-chan", he suddenly greeted. Chizuru jumped in surprise and turned around to face Souji, who clearly did not know that he had been watching her.

"O-Okita-san! I didn't know you were there, don't scare me like that!", she cried out, slightly turning red from embarrassment. Souji giggled at her response. It was fun for him to tease her. Actually, it was fun to tease anyone he could. He usually joked around because he had interest in his victims, but he also did so because he could and there was no one to stop him.

"Well, what are you making?", he finally asked Chizuru.

"Just some soup for you", she answered, now calmed down.

"Huh? What about everyone else?", he asked, curious to know where the others had been.

"They all ready ate. They tried to wait for you to wake up, but it was all ready getting late...", Chizuru responded. Souji nodded in understanding while Chizuru placed the food on two trays and handed one of them to him. Souji took it and sat down, but he was still not hungry. Chizuru sat right across from him and stared at him with her worried honeyed eyes.

"Aren't you hungry?", Chizuru asked with slight concern in her voice.

"Not really. Don't have much of an appetite today", Souji responded, his face stoic. Chizuru furrowed her brows slightly.

"But you have to eat something or else your injuries won't heal", Chizuru said as her voice raised a little.

"I'm telling you I'm fin-" Souji stopped himself, now just realizing her change in tone. She had prepared him a meal when she could have kept herself busy with other chores. He decided show his gratitude for her efforts to make him feel better.

"All right", Souji surrendered by taking a spoonful of soup into his mouth.

"It's actually not bad" Souji complimented while savoring the taste of his breakfast. Chizuru's face lit up, as she was proud that she was able to make him eat. She then started to eat, feeling satisfied with Souji's compliment. After a few moments, Souji finally broke the peaceful silence.

"Why didn't you eat earlier with the others?", Souji questioned Chizuru. He was wondering why she had waited to eat this late in the morning. Chizuru looked at him with slight surprise, then she trained her eyes on her food.

"...I wanted to make sure you were okay... that's why I waited" she still averted his gaze, a slight blush crept up to her cheeks. Souji widened his eyes a little at her answer. It had surprised him that the girl would worry over him, but he still gave her a warm crooked smile.

"Well, I am okay, in fact I feel perfectly fine", Souji still flashed his warm grin. Chizuru looked at him questionably, knowing that he was still injured from last night's battle. She opened her mouth to say something but was cut off when Harada slid the door open.

"Ah Souji, you're finally up", Harada greeted warmly.

"Nice to see you too", Souji greeted back.

"Are you done eating yet? We're having another meeting, so we gotta get going", Harada glanced toward Souji's tray.

"Yeah, we actually just finished", Souji proceeded to get up, but pain reemerged in his gut. Chizuru stood up and grabbed hold of his arm to help him up. Souji looked at her blankly, not quite sure how to respond, but he did not resist her assistance. He gave her a small smile, which made a subtle blush appear on her face, but she retuned the smile. Honestly, how long would this girl keep continuing to surprise him?

During the meeting, the captains went through all of the details that had happened yesterday. Hijikata gave Heisuke and Souji their medicine and asked Chizuru to bring some more for Sannan, who's arm was still injured. Chizuru returned shortly after with the medicine and a cup of water and placed it next to Sannan.

"Here's your medicine", Chizuru said.

"Oh? I have to take it too? The injury on my left arm is all better" Sannan looked at Chizuru questionably.

"But Hijikata-san told me to give it to you", Chizuru stated. Sannan looked at Hijikata, probably to persuade him that his arm really was better, but Hijikata was no fool and just looked at Sannan sternly.

"Sannan-san, quit while you're ahead", Souji said playfully before he gulped down his medicine. Sannan sighed and picked up the medicine.

"If it's the Lieutenant's orders...", Sannan finally gave in. The conversation carried on with the subject being about the medicine, also known as Ishida Sanyaku, which was a powdered blend that the Hijikata family specialized in. It was essentially a painkiller with a horrible taste, but Souji was more than willing to take it if could get him back on his feet again. Heisuke then joked about the horrible flavor, while Hijikata threatened him coldly, making the whole room burst into laughter.

"But I'm amazed they were able to injure Souji and Toudou-kun", Inoue-san stated, referring to the two strange men from last night. Souji looked at him bitterly for being reminded of his defeat.

"I'll win the next time we meet", Souji said in a lowered tone.

"Didn't they say they weren't on the Choushuu's side?", Saito asked, automatically clearing the tension.

"Yeah", Heisuke answered simply.

"But they were holding a secret meeting a Ikedaya", Saito stated.

"Which means...", Shinpachi also tried to analyze the situation.

"They may have been spies from another clan", Saito suggested.

"But why? What were they after?", Harada wondered out loud. Saito just shook his head, not knowing the reason. Souji could care less about the men's motives. He wouldn't be humiliated again the next time he saw the red-eyed monster.

The middle of summer had turned up with great news for the Shinsengumi. The Aizu clan requested them to fight the Choushuu rebels in the front lines, finally recognizing all of their hard work and effort. Unfortunately for Souji, his wounds were still recovering, meaning he would have to stay behind and hold down the fort along with Sannan and Heisuke. The three of them watched the rest of their comrades march out of headquarters from the entrance.

"Man I wanna go! Baby-sitting headquarters is so boring!", Heisuke whinned. Souji could not help but chuckle in agreement.

"At least you can return to the front line once your wounds heal. I, on the other hand...", Sannan trailed off sadly. Souji almost felt sorry for him. Not being able to swing a sword was worse than dying on the battlefield for a soldier. Souji was not sure how Sannan had not lost his sanity yet. Personally, Souji knew he would not be able to live with himself if he could no longer kill those who stood in the way of the Shinsengumi. It was his sole purpose, his only reason to live was to be Kondo's sword in the flesh.

"Well then, we should be good boys and rest up", Souji advised while elbowing Heisuke hard on the side for making Sannan more depressed. Heisuke groaned in pain.

"Hey! What'd you do that for, Souji?!", Heisuke started to run after him, but Souji was already walking away.

Souji had to be patient. Soon he would heal and would be able to fight alongside Kondo again. _'This will all be over soon, and things should go back to normal'_, Souji thought to himself hoping that it would be enough to coax him. He would realize later that he had been entirely wrong...

* * *

><p><strong>So what do you guys think? Did you pick up on the foreshadowing within the chapter? I can't wait to write more chapters for this story! I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter, I know it was a little shorter than the previous chapter. Thanks for reading! I would very much appreciate it if some of you guys can give me your opinions on the story so far. As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	6. Chapter 6

**Hello again! More drama with other characters will be apparent in this chapter. I am hoping to get a lot of content covered too, so the chapter may be long; it all just depends how I write it. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 6: Symptoms<p>

The past several days were long and hard at headquarters, but they were nothing compared to what the rest of the Shisengumi had faced. Despite their formal request from the Aizu clan leaders, their subordinates were not notified of the assistance the Shinsengumi was supposed to provide, so they constantly denied them until the Choushuus attacked. The Aizu and Satsuma clans teamed up to fight the rebels, but that did not make them friends. Saito put a stop to their bickering at Hamaguri Gate, when he compromised on behalf of the Aizu and the Shinsengumi to work with the Satsuma clan. The strange red haired man from Ikedaya, whose name was Amagiri Kyuuju, represented the Satsuma clan. No matter what Amagiri had done to Heisuke, Saito knew he had to cooperate with him as well. It turned out that the two strange men were sent to Ikedaya by the Satsuma clan to spy on the Choushuus. The golden haired man, known as Kazama Chikage, made an appearance in the battlefield as well. However, it was harder to cooperate with him because he managed to have a run down with Hijikata. During their small fight Hijikata was able to disarm Kazama, but Kazama's sword had grazed Chizuru's arm, which only fueled Souji's hatred for him more. At the end of the day the Choushuus either died in battle or committed suicide. A few survivors managed to set Kyoto ablaze, burning thousands of homes. Souji could see the fires all the way from headquarters, which was lucky enough to be away from the engulfing flames.

While Souji stood by headquarters, he noticed that Sannan-san was up to something. He had asked him what he was doing because he noticed that Sannan-san had become more reserved than usual. Sannan-san simply told him that he was researching something, but Souji did not push him to tell what he was researching. Souji already had an idea that Sannan-san had been planning something dark and mysterious. In fact, he probably knew what Sannan-san was about to do...

Shortly after the event, officials were finally recognizing the Shinsengumi's efforts and increased the areas they were supposed to guard. Heisuke and Kondo went to Edo to gather more recruits, including an acknowledged swordsman and a clever debater named Itou Kashitarou. By then, Souji's wounds had healed, but something was not right about him. Even though he recovered, he was never fully a hundred percent again and he did not know why.

One evening during dinner, after Chizuru finished handing out the tea to everyone, she had noticed that Sannan-san had been absent.

"Where's Sannan-san?", she asked in curiosity.

"He's researching something", Souji replied, using Sannan-san's exact words.

"Is that right? I guess I should have waited to make his tea. Now we've got too much...", she did not suspect anything was wrong with Sannan-san, and instead, worried about the left-over tea.

"Just leave it. I'm sure someone will drink it", Hijikata stated bluntly.

"You think?", she wondered out loud, but her train of thought was immediately interrupted.

"It's spicy", Saito randomly intervened. Everyone stared at him, obviously not sure what Saito had been referring to until Harada nearly spat out his food.

"This is nasty! I bet Souji made this!", Harada said with a disgusted look on his face.

"What's that supposed to mean?", Souji furrowed his brows at Harada. It had been Souji's turn to cook, but he honestly did not think the food was horrible.

"I just cooked the vegetables and marinated them in soy sauce. I don't think it's that terrible", Souji then glanced down at his own food. He always liked spicy food, but he had never really overdone his meals with spices. Souji studied his food carefully. He did add more soy sauce than usual, but the food had still tasted the same to him. 'Am I losing my sense of taste?', he wondered to himself. He had noticed that lately everything he had eaten or drank was stale to him. 'Is there something wrong with me?', he could not help but lose himself in his thoughts. Saito grabbed his bowl of food and stood up.

"Huh? Saito, what's wrong?", Harada asked.

"I'm going to rinse them off. Too much salt intake is bad for the body", he stated in his usual quiet voice before proceeding out of the room. Harada gaped at him and looked down at his own bowl of vegetables.

"Me too!", Harada got up and followed Saito. Hijikata did not take long to follow suit as well and Chizuru just sat still, not knowing what to make of the situation.

"I guess I'll rinse mine off too", Souji got up and started to walk away. Chizuru regarded him with stunned eyes. Her mouth dropped and she looked like she was about to say something, but the words would not fall out of her mouth.

Later that night, Souji could not fall asleep due to a slight headache he got. He decided to go grab a bottle of sake, hoping that getting drunk would ease away the slight pain. He had also wanted to pay Sannan-san a visit. He had been curious to see what he was up to, or rather, to confirm his suspicions. After grabbing a bottle of sake, he made his way over to Sannan-san's room and lightly tapped the door.

"Sannan-san, are you still up?", Souji called.

"Is that you, Okita-kun? You may come on in", Souji heard Sannan-san say behind the door. He slid open the door, not surprised to see Sannan-san was still fully awake.

"You're so hard working. But it won't do you any good if you destroy your health over it", Souji said lightly with a playful edge on his voice as he walked into the room.

"No worries there. I've already destroyed my health", Sannan-san returned the joke with sad smile on his face.

"That aside, take a look at this. It's some of the Water of Life I've improved upon. In theory, it should be free of all the bad side-affects", he held up the flask containing the scarlet liquid that Souji recognized all too well. Souji grinned, having his suspicions been confirmed.

"Gonna try it out?", Souji asked, but he already knew the answer to his own question.

"I won't stop you if you're confident it'll work", Souji then sat down. He somehow understood Sannan-san, and he could place himself in his shoes and would have done the same thing that Sannan-san was doing now.

"I was just debating that", Sannan-san spoke softly.

"Well, I'll be sure to kill you if it fails", Souji replied warmly.

"How heartwarming", Sannnan-san smiled sarcastically.

"Why don't we put that away and have a drink?", Souji suggested while raising the bottle of sake in his hand.

"Sake? I believe that would be a healthier option", Sannan-san joked lightly before joining Souji with a drink. After an hour or so of drinking, Souji returned to his room, slightly tipsy. He dropped on his futon and sighed deeply. His headache lingered, but it was not as strong as before. He let his mind wonder off about his own slight disfunctions he had been experiencing lately and also about the Water of Life Sannan-san was preparing. 'Poor bastard, it'd be a shame if I'd have to kill him', Souji yawed before slowly shutting his eyes, lulling himself to sleep.

The wind and air was slightly colder when November came. Kondo and Hijikata stood at the front of the entrance to greet the so-called Itou. He was a flimsy looking man who seemed to only care about looking fabulous. Souji, Saito, Shinpachi, and Harada stood behind a corner and watched the flamboyant man make his grand entrance.

"That's Itou Kashitarou. He uses Itou-Ryuu style swordsmanship", Shinpachi mused.

"I've heard he believes 'Revere the Emperor, Expel the Foreigners'. It's surprising he decided to join the Shinsengumi", Saito added quietly.

"So he has the same beliefs as those Choushuu dogs? I wonder if we'll get along okay...", Harada said in a stern voice.

"Itou-san is highly educated and a skilled orator", Sannan-san said sternly while walking behind the group of men, slightly taking them by surprise.

"Ehh?", Harada turned back to observe Itou again.

"Sannan-san, are you two frie-", Harada was beginning to ask, but cut himself off when he noticed that Sannan-san was already walking away.

"Sannan-san's been really distant lately", Shinpachi noted.

"Yeah, he hardly ever talks with us anymore. Of course, he was never much of a talker to begin with", Harada agreed with Shinpachi. All Souji did was listen quietly while chewing on a piece of straw. They did not know anything about what Sannan-san was going through. Souji could have told them about Sannan-san's intent of becoming a fury, but he knew it was none of their business and they would have also tried to intervene on his experiment. Souji just kept quiet and silently retreated back to headquarters.

Later that evening, Souji had trouble getting into bed again. This time it was not a headache, but rather, the small dinner party that Kondo and Itou were having kept making a lot of noise. Figuring he was not going to get much sleep anyway, Souji wandered around through headquarters. He stopped when he found Chizuru washing empty sake bottles by the well. He was planning on scaring her for fun, but he halted when he spotted Itou approaching Chizuru. Itou's face was calm and serene, but Souji's blood boiled when he looked at his eyes. They were filled with lust and greed as he stared at Chizuru with stalking eyes.

"Hey, you there", Itou finally made his presence known to Chizuru. She turned around and faced him.

"May I help you?", she asked, oblivious to Itou's intentions.

"What is someone like you doing here?", he asked, obviously taking an interest in her. Chizuru looked at him with a puzzled expression as he walked closer towards her.

"You aren't a soldier, now are you?", he questioned, already seeing past Chizuru's disguise as a boy. Each step he took reminded Souji of the way a snake approaches a helpless mouse. When Itou was only inches away from her, Chizuru took a few cautious steps back, but that did not prevent him. Souji finally leapt out of his hiding spot and swung his sword towards Itou's head. He sensed Souji's presence in time and barely evaded the attack. Souji ended up slicing through a rose bush, disappointed that he didn't get to slice open his throat.

"Okita-san!", Chizuru cried out, not expecting him to be there. Souji just smirked to hide his inner anger when Itou stared at him the same exact way. His eyes trailed to the tip of Souji's blade, where a delicate rose rested. Souji lifted the sword's end closer to him.

"There aren't any 'flowers' to entertain all of us men", Souji still managed to keep his voice playful as he eyed the man in front of him carefully.

"But since you just got here, I thought you'd appreciate something soft on the eyes", Souji said sarcastically while lowering his voice. His message was hidden but he made his warning clear enough to Itou. Itou gently picked up the rose while indulging on its soft pink hue.

"My, how lovely", Itou brought the rose up to his nose, taking in its scent.

"But how crude of you to cut it with your katana", Itou's face was still calm, but his eyes were like daggers, which did not faze Souji.

"The school of Tennen Rishin Ryuu swordsmanship teaches us to be somewhat rowdy", Souji grinned in reply while forcing his eyes into a venomous gaze. He sheathed his sword and turned towards Chizuru, who was gaping in awe at the scene before her.

"Don't you still have cleaning up to attend to? Get on back to work", Souji ordered Chizuru. He wanted her as far away as possible from Itou, he would not allow anything bad to happen to her. Souji convinced himself that he was just fulfilling his duty to protect her, but he could not shake that feeling of possessiveness.

"Okay!", and Chizuru gladly took off running to finish her chores. Itou smirked as he watched Chizuru dart off then turned his gaze back to Souji.

"Thank you for the flower, Okita-san", Itou stared at him with amused eyes, then brushed past Souji, back to meeting room where dinner was still being held. Souji looked to where his trail had led, and chuckled. He was amused and entertained that he did not quite scare off Itou. 'Just you wait and see what happens when you cross boundaries', Souji thought to himself, his lips growing wider into a wicked smile.

* * *

><p><strong>I hoped you picked up on the symptoms Souji is starting to have. The story is approaching a plot twist so prepare yourselves! This was a fun chapter to write. I know it focused a lot on Sannan-san but his character will be what starts to make the rest of the dominos fall. Anyway, I hope you enjoyed this chapter, and as always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	7. Chapter 7

**Hey there! I hope the story is interesting so far for you guys. This chapter will introduce us to another new character, but I won't spoil it for you guys. Once again, I am planning on covering a lot of content, so the chapter will be long (probably the longest so far). I don't really have anything else much to say, except that I hope you'll like this chapter!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 7: Similarity<p>

Souji was off to an early start to his morning when he attended another conference with all of the squad captains, including Itou. Before he entered the meeting he noticed it was starting to snow. Winter had almost passed, but light snow still managed to fall gracefully over the scenery. It reminded Souji of the night he met Chizuru. _'Now I remember, it was snowing that day too'_, Souji recalled. It has been a whole year since Chizuru encountered them for the first time and there was still no sign of her father. Nonetheless, Chizuru became an extremely helpful asset to them by lending a hand with chores, and she did so without any complaints. She really had become a member of their precious Shinsengumi.

During the meeting, the group of men discussed the importance of establishing a new base because more recruits were joining the Shinsengumi, and it was starting to get difficult with everyone bunking together.

"But it's gonna be hard finding a place that'll let us stay there", Souji added to the conversation. Many civilians hated their guts because they were pro-Choushuu, but the Shinsengumi desperately needed to expand.

"Do you have somewhere in mind?", Souji directed the question at Kondo, who did not seem to have a clue on where to settle next.

"It wouldn't be such an issue if I did", Kondo replied.

"Nishi Hongan-ji", Hijikata answered for him, catching everyone by surprise, especially Sannan-san.

"But Nishi Hongan-ji was one of the first places that started hiding those infidel Choushuu warriors. There's no way they would willingly accept us", Sannan-san insisted.

"I don't care about that. Choushuu scum have been taking advantage of the monks and temples to find hideouts. If it comes down to it, we'll force them to comply", Hijikata narrowed his eyes at Sannan-san.

"Don't you find it uncouth to manipulate monks through brute force?", Sannan-san questioned, letting his sensitive side show through.

"Yeah, true enough...Sannan-san's got a point there", Shinpachi started to agree with him.

"I agree with Toshi's opinion, but Sannan-kun has a point", Kondo pondered out loud.

"Let's stick with Nishi Hongan-ji. I did some research on it myself", Itou suggested while pulling out handwritten notes about the location.

"Both its location and circumstances make it an excellent headquaters. As Hijikata-kun already explained, we will be able to limit the Choushuu's movement by making a base there", Itou stated.

"Indeed, the Choushuu would lose one of their hideouts", Saito added quietly.

"The monks will throw a fit, but we'd be able to jump into action way more easily if we were located there", Harada commented.

"That's true, but still...", Shinpachi was still hesitant.

"But a moral cause without justice will eventually lead to ruin", Sannan-san's voice raised a little as he spoke.

"Sannan-san, you are always so contemplative. But sometimes we must take drastic measures to ensure progress. Not that I don't understand why you're acting defensively", Itou noted.

"I'm what?", Sannan-san asked, a little confused by what he meant.

"I've heard you can't use your left arm. But there's nothing to fear, even if you can't live as a swordsman. I'm sure your wit and foresight will be a great asset to the Shinsengumi", Itou stated slyly, throwing Sannan-san off guard and angering everyone else, especially Hijikata.

"What are you getting at, Itou-san?! Just as you said, Sannan-san has a sharp mind! But he's invaluable to the Shinsengumi as a swordsman!", Hijikata defended, obviously irritated by Itou. It looked like Hijikata was about to rant some more to Itou, but Sannan-san stopped him before he could.

"Hijikata-kun, my arm...", Sannan-san trailed off, gently stroking his wounded arm.

"Dear me. I believe I said too much. I hope that your arm gets better", Itou said in a warm tone that seemed almost mocking to Souji. After a moment of silence, Kondo finally spoke up.

"I'm sure everyone has their own opinion, but we're going to stick with Nishi Hongan-ji for now", Kondo stated with a hint of sorrow in his voice. Souji knew it was a hard decision for Kondo to make and he felt bad for him, but they were running low on options. With a look of dismay, Sannan-san quietly stood up walked away with a scowl on his face. Souji wondered what Sannan-san was going to do next, though like always, he knew the answer to his own question. _'It's only a matter of time now before he snaps'_, Souji thought.

The day seemed to pass quickly as the sun was about to set. Most of the squad captains, along with Chizuru, gathered on the porch. They were all reprimanding Itou for what he had said to Sannan-san. Then again, they were discussing Sannan's distant ways and how he had used to be kind and caring. Soon Harada and Shinpachi managed to make a joke about Sannan-san being devious deep down.

"It's not so funny if you take it seriously", Souji lightly warned, although he doubted anyone understood what he had meant. After all, Sannan-san was planning something devious and Souji was the only one who knew about it. However, the others ignored him and proceeded back to talking shit on Itou.

"I don't like him either. But I'll admit he's pretty good with a sword", Souji stated. He automatically remembered the night Itou had first arrived, when he approached Chizuru. Whatever negative feelings Souji had for him, they would not matter to the Shinsengumi, or at least Kondo.

"I don't trust him", Hijikata stated bluntly.

"Then go send him away, Hijikata-san. Tell him the Shinsengumi don't need rubbish like him", Souji suggested, hoping that Hijikata actually would do something about the bastard.

"There's no way Kondo-san would approve. He absolutely adores Itou-san", replied Hijikata. Souji sighed, a little disappointed at him.

"Jeez, you're useless. It's your job as the 'Oni Lieutenant' to make the impossible happen", Souji mocked Hijikata. He was the only one who was brave enough to do so, and he always managed to get a satisfying reaction from Hijikata.

"Then you can be the new lieutenant, Souji", he replied slightly annoyed. Souji laughed, knowing he could easily irritate Hijikata.

"I'll pass. It'd be too annoying", Souji gave a small grin before it faded quickly.

"Saito-san, do you dislike Itou-san as well?", Chizuru asked.

"A group grows and expands when people with various ideas gather together. But it will fall apart from the inside out if you force diversification", Saito answered wisely, letting his words hang in the air.

Night had settled across the sky, and Souji was up later than usual by the insomnia he was currently experiencing. He tried to stay in bed, but he heard faint footsteps travel past his room. Souji quickly got dressed and decided to explore the trail of the footsteps. While on his way through the hallways, he noticed the door to Chizuru's room was hardly slid opened. He peeked in expecting to find her fast asleep, but she was not there. _'Where could she have gone?_' Souji wondered, now more alert and ready to detect any sign of her presence. In the midst of his search, he found Hijikata and Saito standing right outside of Sannan-san's room.

"What's going on?", Souji asked while wondering why they were awake too.

"Sannan-san's not here", Hijikata said with a stern look in his eyes.

"Really? What a coincidence. Chizuru-chan isn't in her room either", Souji notified. Hijikata's eyes widened even more before narrowing into a much harder gaze.

"Saito, go fetch the others and start looking around for them. Make sure you don't wake anyone else up", Hijikata ordered before Saito nodded and took off.

"Let's start looking for them too. It'll be easier if we split up", Hijikata turned back to Souji.

"Of course", Souji agreed in his casual tone before going on his separate way. He jogged outside and noticed how eerie the sky looked. It was cloudy and dark. The moon glowed in a mysterious tint of red. Souji made his way towards the backside of headquarters, which stood apart from everything else. He had no idea where Chizuru could be, but he kind of figured what Sannan-san would be doing. As he approached the building, he heard a familiar voice cry out.

"Someone! Anyone! Come help me!", Souji could recognize Chizuru's cries from the distance. He cursed under his breath, and let adrenaline pump through his veins as he sprinted inside complex. He ran to the door where Chizuru's pleas could be heard from and instantly opened the door. He saw what he had expected. He immediately noticed the trademark silver-white hair and flashing scarlet eyes. Sannan-san was fury. He held Chizuru's short-sword, pulling it towards his heart as she desperately tried to pull back the blade away from him. Without a moment's hesitation, Souji rushed in and elbowed Sannan-san hard in the abdomen, forcing him away from Chizuru, and making him drop her sword. Just as Souji grabbed a hold of him, the others came running in. Saito helped Souji restrain Sannan-san, who was roaring in agony. At the sight of it all, Chizuru slowly collapsed, thankfully Hijikata caught her in time before she hit the floor hard.

"Sannan-san!", Souji tried to snap Sannan-san out of it, but there was little he could do. The side effects finally forced Sannan-san to fall to the ground exhausted.

"Lieutenant!", Saito looked to Hijikata for orders. Hijikata laid Chizuru down on the floor gently and turned towards Harada and Shinpachi.

"Shinpachi, take the Maekawa-tei Entrance. Harada, you take the Yagi-tei Entrance. Keep an eye on our men. Don't let anyone near this room!", Hijikata assigned them their posts, and the two of them ran back outside.

"Saito, stay on standby in the courtyard. Keep an eye out for members of Itou's faction", Hijikata commanded, before Saito nodded and took his leave. Before Hijikata could direct Souji where to go, he spoke up.

"Hijikata-san, I'd like to stay here", Souji requested while remembering his little promise he made to Sannan-san if the Water of Life did not work. Hijikata studied him, but he did not object.

"Fine. Tonight will be the turning point one way or another. Will he live, die,...or break?", Hijikata's voice got softer as he spoke the last part. After a moment, he picked up Chizuru and carried her out the room. Souji was left alone with Sannan-san. All he could do was watch Sannan-san struggle for air as his gasps were hoarse and rigid.

After some time, Inoue came by to check on Sannan-san. Both Souji and him kept watch over Sannan-san. Eventually, after a restless night, Sannan-san seemed to have transformed back into his original form. Souji felt groggy and light-headed, blaming last night for his symptoms. However, Souji was somewhat relieved that he did not have to kill Sannan-san. Inoue and Souji left him so he could rest and started their way towards the conference room. While on his way, Souji felt as if there was something clinging to the back of his throat. He tried clearing his throat but the feeling would not disappear, it had stayed on edge. _'I'm probably just getting a cold'_, Souji thought, while trying to ignore the irritating roughness. Both men finally reached the room and Souji slid open the door. Everyone's eyes were stuck on him as they waited for his report on Sannan-san.

"It looks like the crisis has passed", Souji revealed with a grin. Everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief. It was still too early to tell if Sannan-san had actually succeeded, but they would find out as soon as he woke up. Just then, Itou arrived, putting everyone on edge. The feeling that had lurked inside Souji's throat finally emerged into a cough.

"You okay, Souji?", Harada asked in a sympathetic tone.

"Yeah, just reacting to the gust of stale air", Souji made no effort to hide his dislike for Itou. Nevertheless, Itou must not have made much of Souji's remark when he mentioned the "disturbance" from last night. "Shit", was perhaps what everyone else was thinking. Kondo struggled to answer him, but luckily, Saito managed to cover up the incident by coming up with the perfect excuse that the Shinsengumi did not want to bother Itou about just yet, but would report to him later. It seemed to have done the trick, but sooner or later Itou would notice that the dilemma was about Sannan-san, considering that he was the only one not present.

Soon after, Kondo, Hijikata, and Souji went to check up on Sannan-san. They found him wide awake, and to no surprise, working on perfecting the Water of Life. He mentioned something about growing tired during the daytime as a side-affect of the medicine, and Souji naturally had asked what he meant by that.

"I am no longer human", was all Sannan-san said. It did not faze anyone because they were all rather glad he was alive, until Souji asked if he could be able to go on missions again.

"Just say I died", spoke Sannan-san in his gentle, casual voice. It was not an answer that everyone expected, but they all understood the reason behind it. In order to keep the Water of Life a secret, Sannan-san's "death" would allow them to maintain it from them. From then, it was decided that the Shinsengumi _had_ to expand if they were to keep Sannan-san's existence, as well as the rest of the furies, a secret.

By spring, Nishi Hongan-ji became the Shinsengumi's new headquarters. It was old and dirty, but it was spacious enough to hide Sannan-san's faction. Other than that, it was easy for everyone else to adjust to their new home. Souji would have felt the same way, if his health had not gotten worse. By then, Souji knew there was indeed something wrong himself. He could hardly sleep at night, he got light-headed easily, his body would become colder, but worst of all, his coughs became continuous and rougher each time. Somehow he was able to get away with it, or just lie about it and say he was developing a cold.

On a particular day out on patrol, Souji had carried on his own business until he bumped into Chizuru and Heisuke, who were also out patrolling. They ended up walking together while discussing the Shogun's future arrival to Kyoto, which was the reason why Kondo was so worked up lately. Then suddenly, the lurking feeling emerged again in Souji. He stopped abruptly while coughing, and crouched on the ground when the cough became more violent.

"Okita-san?!", Chizuru ran to his side and put a hand on his back for comfort.

"Are you all right?", Chizuru asked with apparent concern in her voice. Souji looked at her and tried to nod in response, but he was immediately forced to succumb into another wave of coughs. Suddenly, out of instinct, his eyes darted towards the other side of the road, where a young woman was being surrounded by foul-looking men. The men claimed themselves to be soldiers who expelled foreigners, and they were asking the woman to poor them drinks, and even telling her to give herself to them. They jerked her wrist, and the woman started to shout for them to let go of her. '_Dogs_', Souji thought as he stood up and ran up to them, Chizuru and Heisuke followed behind him.

"My, my. Kinda sad the foreigners are getting booted out by trash like you", Souji provoked while flashing his cruel smile.

"What?!", the men turned around to face Souji.

"A light blue haori...", one of the men observed him.

"You're a Shinsengumi!", the other man blurted out.

"We can cut to the chase since you figured that much out. What'll it be?", Souji said slyly while putting a hand on the hilt of his sword. Both men fled in fright, then the woman approached Souji.

"Thank you so much", she bowed her head to him then met his gaze.

"My name is Nagumo Kaoru", she smiled while she introduced herself. Souji studied her carefully. _'She's almost like an exact replica of..._', Souji let his mind wander off as he pulled Chizuru to stand beside the woman.

"Go on", he told Chizuru and stood back to look at the two women side-by-side.

"Thought so. You're practically identical", he said triumphantly as he noticed that the two were pretty much the exact same person on the outside.

"Ya sure? I don't think they resemble each other...", Heisuke said, clearly diluted.

"No, they really do", Souji insisted while the woman called "Kaoru" gave Chizuru a warm smile.

"You'd be the spitting image of her if you dressed up like a girl", Souji told Chizuru, all of the sudden curious to see how Chizuru looked dressed up.

"U-Um...", Chizuru started to say awkwardly as Kaoru stepped closer towards Souji.

"I wish to properly thank you, but I have an errand I must attend to. Please forgive me for my brash behavior", Kaoru said politely as she bowed and started to walk away. She stopped and looked back at him again.

"We shall meet again, Okita Souji-san of the Shinsengumi", she let the words roll off her tongue and gave Souji another warm smile, but there was something written in her eyes that Souji could not figure out. She then proceeded to go on her way again.

"Hey, hey. I think she's got the hots for you, Souji", Heisuke said in a giddy voice, while raising his brows at Souji.

"You'll never beat Sano if you seriously believe that", Souji chided before heading towards the opposite direction.

"Wh-What's that supposed to mean?!", Heisuke questioned as he chased after him. Souji stopped and looked back when he realized Chizuru was not following them. Heisuke did the same and called after her, who was croached down beside a small puddle, probably regarding herself. She got up and rejoined them, and all of them made their way towards home.

* * *

><p><strong>Whew! This was a long chapter! I apologize if there are any grammar mistakes, I'll revise it tomorrow perhaps. Finally we see Souji growing more ill as the story goes on and we also got to meet Kaoru, who (trust me) will become a HUGE part of the story. I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter, please comment or review on it! As always, have an awesome day (or night because I'm writing this at almost midnight!)!<strong>


	8. Chapter 8

**Wow, that last chapter was long so I am going to try to keep it simple this chapter so I don't overwhelm anyone and myself included. I read through the first several chapters and I now just realized how horrible my revision skills are, so again, I apologize for that. Anyway, I at least hope everyone is enjoying the story's content. Please comment or review what you guys thinking, I'd really appreciate that. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 8: A Long Day<p>

Once everyone returned from their patrols, Kondo gave out the good news that the Shinsengumi were supposed to guard the Shogun while he visited Kyoto and passed through to Nijou Castle. Finally, the higher ups were starting to respect the Shinsengumi's abilities. Despite the good news, Hijikata ordered Souji to remain at headquarters because he suspected that Souji was getting a cold. Now matter how many times Souji told him he was overreacting, Hijikata would have none of it.

So there he was, all alone in headquarters. Except for Heisuke, who apparently was not feeling well either. After everyone else left headquartes, Heisuke retreated to his room while Souji decided to go make some tea for himself. Right when he was about to turn a corner in the hallway, he heard light footsteps coming from around the corner. Almost automatically, he leaned against the edge of the wall to hide himself and waited for the perfect time to attack the stranger. He knew it had to be an intruder, there was no one else here besides him and Heisuke. When a foot appeared out of the corner, Souji launched himself at the figure and pushed it against the wall. Meanwhile, his body pressed firmly against the figure so it would not be able to escape.

"O-Okita-san?!", a familiar voice gasped out in shock.

"Chizuru-chan? What the hell are you doing here?", Souji asked her, obviously not expecting her to be here. A blush stained her cheeks by the sudden closeness to Souji. He let out a small giggle in amusement before backing up from her. She turned around awkwardly, not knowing how to respond.

"Well?", Souji pushed lightly. Just as her face was returning back to normal, it immediately fired up again of embarrassment for being reminded of his earlier question.

"I-I decided to stay here", she choked out. Souji lifted his brow.

"Why?", was all he said in a casual tone, but his green eyes pierced hers.

"I didn't want to get in anyone's way, so I thought it'd be better if I stayed here...", she then trained her eyes on the floor.

"I also wanted to make sure you and Heisuke-kun were okay", her voice grew softer as she spoke. Souji smiled at her shyness.

"Well, if it makes you feel better, we're both fine. After all, two grown men should know how to take care of themselves", Souji stated warmly, while her eyes finally met his.

"Actually while you're here, you can make yourself useful. Why don't you go and make some tea for everyone?", he suggested. Her face lit up and she gladly nodded and darted off towards the kitchen.

At noon, Souji decided that if he wanted to fight again, his illness would have to get better. He grabbed a small cushion and decided to rest on the porch to let the sun's warmth lull him to sleep. After a few minutes of dozing off, he heard those same light and recognizable footsteps approach him. He opened an eye and caught Chizuru trying to sneak past him without disturbing his sleep.

"Chizuru-chan, are you trying to sneak up on me?", he teased her while his voice was still deep and gruff from his short slumber.

"N-No I was just trying to pass through quietly so I wouldn't wake you up", she replied as a small blush appeared on her face, but she managed to compose herself shortly after.

"What are you doing sleeping outside?", she asked him softly after a moment of relaxed silence.

"I'd thought I could take a nap out here, but this pillow is so uncomfortable", Souji patted the cushion under him roughly to demonstrate its distressing form. Then a funny idea popped into his head.

"Although...if you insist on staying here to take care of me, you might as well just let me sleep on your lap, I'd bet it be much more relaxing than this stupid padding", Souji said while a mischievous grin formed on his face. Her eyes widened at the remark and her face turned into a deeper shade of red.

"W-What do you mean?", she stuttered.

"Eh? Do you really intend on letting a man, with a cold, nap uncomfortably?", he replied back by almost pouting, while purposely softening his gaze. After a moment, Chizuru slowly brought up her eyes.

"Alright...I'll do it", she mumbled out shyly. It was Souji's turn to widen his eyes in shock. He had expected her to run away from him, but instead she sat right beside him.

"Don't get cheeky with me or I'll kill you", he said lightly as he snuggled his head on her lap. Her heavy blush still remained, and Souji grinned, content by the fact that he could easily make her so flustered. He finally let his eyes close gently, and began to drift off. After several quiet minutes, he could feel Chizuru brushing away his reddish-brown locks that hung over his face. He smiled to himself without letting her know he was awake. _'I'll be sure to tease her later'_, Souji thought to himself, before surrendering to sleep.

Later that evening after dinner, Heiske was fast asleep, Chizuru was washing the dishes, and Souji went inside the dojo room and practiced swinging his sword. There was no way he was going to lose his form, even if he had been stuck in headquarters. After an hour or so, sweat glistened off his body and his muscles slightly ached. All of the sudden, he was immediately overcome with a sense of dread. He could not explain why he felt that way, but Souji was the kind of person who always followed his instincts. He stepped outside and was embraced by a surprisingly cool breeze that blew through the night. He started to wander around aimlessly for any sign of anything that could throw him of edge. When he reached the courtyard, his eyes immediately locked into those crimson-red eyes he hated the most. Kazama was not facing Souji. He stood at the top of one of the walls surrounding the perimeter. Kazama's presence had also been noticed by Chizuru, who was standing right across from the wall at the ground, looking at the man's eyes with fright. It had seemed that the two of them were conversing about something, while Chizuru tried to act bravely by reaching her hand to her own sword. There was also something else written across her face. Was it bewilderment? Shock? Souji just figured it was part of her nerves. Soon two other figures appeared out of nowhere beside Kazama. One of them Souji recognized as Amagiri, while the other one was a dark-skinned man with long blackish-blue hair who wore a wicked smile. Souji almost jumped in when both men said something to Chizuru that he could not quite hear, but the dark-skinned man pointed a handgun directly at her.

"There's no need for that, Shiranui", Kazama interjected calmly then turned his attention back to Chizuru, while Souji silently approached them to better hear what they were saying.

"Whether you admit the truth or not, it doesn't change our purpose here. Honestly, we don't need your permission to kidnap you", Kazama stated then flew of the wall and landed gracefully in front Chizuru.

"Women are very valuable", Kazama started to step closer towards Chizuru. She tried to step back but her back eventually reached the outside of a building.

"Now come with me", Kazama's voice lowered dangerously into a command and extended a slender hand to her. Of course, Chizuru did not even budge. The look of greed in Kazama's eyes strengthened into pure lust. Realizing that Chizuru would not be so reluctant to him, he reached out his hand to grab her. Just as his touch was an inch away from her, Souji popped out of his hiding spot and slashed his sword at Kazama. Being the mysteriously good swordsman that he was, Kazama dodged Souji's attack effortlessly and backed up a few yards away from him.

"Okita-san!", Chizuru exhaled in relief as Souji stepped in front of her.

"You again? I see, a country dog like you has a sharp tongue", Kazama mused while giving Souji a flagitious smile. Souji ignored him and bantered back.

"Gotta say, it looks bad when you try to take away small children in the dark. What the hell do you want with her?", Souji lifted his sword while sneering lightly. Kazama's smile faded and looked at Souji with incurious eyes.

"This is a problem between us Oni, an insect such as yourself has no reason to get involved", Kazama glared at Souji. _'Oni?_', Souji wondered, but he did not give much thought to it as he prepared himself into a fighting stance. He glanced back at Chizuru.

"What're you still doing here? Didn't you get the hint to run away?", Souji questioned Chizuru.

"But-", she started to protest, but Kazama cut her off.

"You're not going anywhere", he stated coldly.

"It's not a good idea to get distracted in the midst of battle", Souji said as he swung again at Kazama, who was still able to move away from the blow. Kazama's evil smiled returned.

"What, you think you can still fight against me?", Kazama laughed at his own words.

"Oh, this is wonderful", Kazama chuckled, and put a hand on the hilt of his sword.

"You'll have plenty of time to regret lifting your sword against an Oni after I've sent you to hell. Fight me if you wish, but you'll certainly die. At least you would provide me with _some _entertainment", Kazama smiled cruelly, but Souji returned the same look. Kazama began to draw his sword out until Amagiri placed a hand in front of him, to which surprised everyone.

"Amagiri? Are you trying to spoil my fun?", Kazama gave him an annoyed look.

"C'mon Amigiri! Let him have his fun", Shiranui boasted.

"We have no reason to start trouble with the Shinsengumi yet", Amagiri stated plainly. Kazama snarled and slammed the remaining part of his sword into its scabbard.

"Well that's too bad, I guess I'll just find other targets to shoot at. Not like we were going to see much here anyway", Shiranui almost whined. With that, Shiranui and Amagiri faded into the night. Kazama regarded Souji once more.

"It looks like you got lucky tonight, human. I'll leave her to your...incapable hands for now. Do try and keep her alive.", Kazama started to turn away, but he darted his bloody eyes towards Chizuru.

"I'll be back for you some day soon. I hope you're looking forward to it as much as I am", Kazama stated with a glint of lust in his crimson eyes, before disappearing within the moon's casting glow. Souji wanted to run after him, but he knew there was not much he could do in his current condition. Chizuru looked at him worryingly before losing herself in her own thoughts. Souji had been curious about what the strange men had wanted from her, but he knew it did not concern him; and frankly, a part of him did not care. Once again, Souji had stepped in front Chizuru only to fulfill Kondo's wishes.

* * *

><p><strong>I am glad this chapter was shorter (last one really was overwhelming). Anyways, I hope you guys liked this chapter, I am glad I finally addressed Chizuru's upcoming conflict with Kazama. SPOILER: Next chapter will be one of the first turning points for Souji! So stay tuned! And as always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	9. Chapter 9

**I'm sorry that I haven't been able to write in a while (life caught up with me). For further notice, future chapters may take a while to post, at least until the 14th of next month. Besides that, I've been so excited to write this chapter! I'll stop rambling now and let you guys enjoy this chapter.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 9: Road to Disintegration<p>

That same night, the rest of the Shinsengumi returned late from their mission of protecting the Shogun. Souji had to alert them of what had happened with Kazama and the others. Naturally, Hijikata demanded to know what Kazama wanted from Chizuru. Chizuru just shrugged and stated that she did not know why either, but Souji could see past her lie. He knew she was hiding something from everyone, but he did not expose her to anyone. He would only confront her about the situation if it got Kondo involved. Exhausted and fatigued, Souji started to head back towards his room. He passed the courtyard again and approached the corner of a complex. All of the sudden, air escaped from his lungs as the horrible tingling sensation returned to his throat. He leaned heavily on a column as he started to cough, but tried desperately to silence himself by covering his mouth. He must have made it worse when his body involuntarily gurgled out blood. He stared in disbelief at the blood he had spat out onto the stone floor. Quickly composing himself, he wiped off the dribbled blood from his mouth and left the scene immediately, hoping no one had noticed what happened to him. Finally reaching his room, he fell on his futon, utterly weak. _'I must have overworked myself today'_ he tried to coax himself, but he knew deep down that something had been entirely worse in his body. Souji decided not to think about it anymore, and easily submitted himself to his tiredness.

After some time, Kondo requested a doctor, known as Matsumoto Ryojun, to give check ups to his men. When he arrived, he spent the entire day inspecting the men and treating them to any illnesses. This was the perfect opportunity for Souji to finally figure out what was wrong with him. In one of Matsumoto's breaks, Souji requested to have a private physical with him. Souji did not want to join the others in their health inspection because he did not want them to find out that he was ill yet. If he was going to tell anyone, he would have to hear about it on his own first.

The day had gone by quick and Matsumoto already finished examining everyone. Although, he had reported that a third of the men were sick or injured and that headquarters was so dirty that anyone could be afflicted with a disease. Determined to get everyone in shape the following day, Kondo ordered everyone to spend the entire day cleaning. No one was happy about doing chores the whole week, not even Souji. However, it provided him the perfect window of opportunity to meet with Matsumoto while everyone else was distracted. Several days later, both men finally met in the empty courtyard.

"So, what seems to be the problem?", Matsumoto got up to the chase, as both men proceeded walking towards a nearby bench.

"I think I'm getting sick, but I don't want to trouble anyone about it just yet. That's why I wanted to talk to you alone", Souji spoke in his usual casual tone, but there was a hint of seriousness.

"Okay, what are your symptoms?", Matsumoto asked.

"I've been losing some weight lately, but that's because I don't eat that much anyway. But I'm also more tired lately, and I'll sweat in the middle of the night. I've also been coughing quite a bit, but it may be because I'm getting a fever", Souji remained calm as he listed his symptoms.

"...But I've also started to cough up some blood too", Souji added in his same voice, but he avoided Matsumoto's gaze as he said it. They finally reached the bench and sat down on it, both keeping grim expressions on their faces. Matsumoto registered all of the information for a moment before speaking.

"You've had all small appetite, a constant mild fever, break out in a sweat at night, and cough", Matsumoto restated.

"Yeah...", Souji affirmed softly. Matsumoto sighed deeply and his face hardened.

"I'll be honest with you, Okita. You have tuberculosis", he stated solemnly. It had hit Souji like a tidal wave. He froze in place, as color drained from his face. He could have sworn that his heart stopped beating for a moment. Souji even thought he had heard Matsumoto wrong. But he had not. Matsumoto sounded sure of himself when he said his diagnosis. Souji forced his shocked feelings away and looked at Matsumoto with a small grin.

"Had a feeling that was it. The real thing, huh? The famous disease?", Souji was proud of himself for maintaining a steady voice. The doctor's face looked at him with a stunned expression.

"Hm, you aren't surprised?", Matsumoto asked in return. Honestly, he had not been surprised. He knew something had been wrong with him for a while now, but something deep inside of him had hoped he was wrong.

"Well, it's my body, Doc. Gotta tell you though, I'm not really used to getting my health advice from doctors, you know?", Souji did not really know what he was rambling about and started to laugh nervously.

"This isn't a laughing matter", Matsumoto said sternly as he furrowed his brows.

"Oh don't let this fool you. I'm scared shitless, believe me", Souji did not know why he was speaking truthfully.

"I suggest you leave the Shinsengumi and recuperate. You need to relax and take it easy. Go somewhere where the air is cleaner. Eat healthy and keep up your energy", Matsumoto advised seriously. The idea seemed so alien that Souji could not help but to smile sideways.

"Sorry, no can do", Souji answered bluntly. Matsumoto probably thought he was joking as he tried to continue speaking.

"Look, this is serious. If you don't deal with this-", but Souji cut him off before he could finish.

"You're asking me to leave the Shinsengumi, Doc. I can't do that", Souji stated simply.

"Why are you so desperate to stay here?", Matsumoto questioned while relaxing his face a little. Souji's smile did not disappear as he inhaled air to speak.

"My life's only got one purpose, and when I might die doesn't change that", he claimed easily. It did not matter if he had tuberculosis or a simple fever, either one of those illnesses would not slow him down. He devoted himself, body and soul, to Shinsengumi. To Kondo.

"I'm here to kill anyone who stands against the Shinsengumi. Simple as that", Souji stated bluntly, while his face grew more serious.

"If I die, I can't fulfill that purpose, sure. But sitting on my ass out in the country isn't going to fulfill it either", he continued.

"You get it? If I'm going to die, then that's a reason for me to stay, not a reason for me to go", Souji explained his reasons. He would not allow himself to abandon the Shinsengumi. What for? If he left, there would be nothing waiting for him away from the Shinsengumi. He would only rot away from this cursed world, and anxiously await death. His sole purpose, his only reason of living, was to kill. Nothing more, nothing less. His grave would be dug beside others soldiers, that was his will to die. His fate. Matsumoto silently observed Souji then spoke.

"...I understand", he answered slowly. Then he stood up straight and faced Souji.

"If your condition worsens, then you may end up causing trouble for your friends. You understand that, don't you?", Matsumoto asked in order to assure Souji if he was sure about the path he had chosen. He did not give Souji time to respond when he continued.

"If you insist on staying, then you must agree to do as I tell you. If you won't, then I'll tell Kondo about your condition. I think we both know what he'll do", a smile appeared on his face as he threatened Souji.

"Low blow, Doc", Souji acknowledged warmly.

"Man... This means I'm gonna have to take some really disgusting medicine, doesn't it?", Souji whined a bit and almost pouted too.

"Of course", Matsumoto looked at him as if that was the stupidest thing he had ever heard, but both men could not help but laugh. After their small laughter seceded, Matsumoto grew silent and looked out to the distance. Souji grinned and nudged him.

"Look, Doc... Please don't tell Kondo-san and the guys about this, okay? Promise?", Souji's voice was light but his request almost sounded like a plea. He did not want anyone else to know about his illness. If anybody found out they would surely try to force Souji to leave in order to recuperate. They could do it for his own good, but Souji did not want their sympathy. Matsumoto seemed to have noticed his small hint of desperation and his eyes focused on Souji's emerald ones.

"Well, I suppose there are...certain things that not everyone needs to know", Matsumoto said with a worried expression, but at least he respected Souji's decision. He breathed out a deep sigh and gazed at the courtyard again.

"There's something I've already been keeping secret. I just can't bring myself to tell her...", Matsumoto began saying. _'Her? Is he referring to Chizuru-chan?_', Souji wondered. Matsumoto looked like he was pondering something as he glanced up at the sky for a moment.

"There's a...rumor that Kodou is working for a group of extremists. Some of the Imperial nationalist ronin. How could I tell her that?", Matsumoto hesitated while he spoke. At that instant, Souji could have sworn he heard an almost inaudible gasp. It was so familiar to him that he immediately knew from whose mouth it came from. _'Chizuru-chan..._', Souji thought sadly. He turned to Matsumoto to see if he sensed Chizuru's presence, but he seemed to not have noticed. It did not surprise him though, after all, he had exceptional perception skills.

"Well, sometimes you get the bear...", Souji started to phrase an old saying.

"...and sometimes the bear gets you. Yes, I know", Matsumoto finished.

"Well, I'll be around more in the future, to come by and check on you. Make sure you don't push yourself too hard, all right?", Matsumoto told Souji as he stood up and started to depart.

"Thanks, Doc", replied Souji as his farewell as he watched the doctor take his leave. He remained seated on the bench to reflect on all that has happened. He has tuberculosis, a fatal disease. He chose to die alongside the Shinsengumi in order to still fight for Kondo until his last breath. Chizuru's father had betrayed them by joining the rebellion. To top it all off, Chizuru must have heard everything that he and Matsumoto talked about. Souji sighed and gazed out into the courtyard. It was time to finally confront Chizuru.

"Chizuru-chan", he called out in his usual casual tone. Once again, he heard her faint gasp. He waited for her to appear, but she still had not come out from her hiding spot.

"C'mon Chizuru-chan. You can come out now", he assured her. She finally poked her head out nervously from a corner, which made Souji's mouth twist slightly into a self-satisfied smile. He stared directly at her as she started to walk towards him slowly.

"It's all right, come sit down over here", Souji encouraged while patting the spot on the bench next to him. She averted her own eyes from him.

"All right", she mumbled softly as she took a seat next to him, while her eyes still focused on ground beneath her. For a short moment, which seemed like hours, none of them said anything to each other, creating an awkward silence.

"Um...", Chizuru struggled to clear the air.

"You didn't buy all the crap that doctor was saying, did you? C'mon, do I really look like I'm sick?", he tried desperately to persuade her that everything she had just learned was a lie. Deep down, though, he knew that she had heard past his remark.

"I don't want you to take this seriously, all right? He was just guessing. Overreacting", he was still able keep his voice playful and teasing. Chizuru did not respond, she just kept looking down. Souji had to figure out a way to ensure that she would not say anything about his illness.

"You wouldn't tell anyone about something that was just a guess, right?", he kept hinting, hoping she would get the message.

"If you tell anybody, then I'll probably have to kill you after all", he tried to tease, but he was hopelessly running out of excuses. She had not moved a muscle, but she finally spoke up.

"You say that so much, Okita-san...", she stated sadly. He did not expect her to say that. Usually, every time he threatened her, she would cower in fear. However, this time his threat did not faze her.

"Yeah, I guess I do", he added softly, not really knowing how to respond, while a sad smile appeared on his face. Finally, he stood up and started to walk away, praying she would keep her silence. About a second later, he heard her get up as well.

"Okita-san...", she called out his name softly. Souji stopped and slowly turned around to face her. They both finally looked straight at each other in the eye.

"I won't tell anyone. About your...your illness. I promise", her voice shook a little, but her tone was sincere and honest. Souji gave her a warm smile.

"Thanks", he replied back gently before he left. He never really expressed his gratitude to anyone, especially towards Chizuru. However, he was grateful that she would willingly keep his disease a secret. He knew that he could not hide it forever, but he would rather have everyone find out about it when it was too late. For now, he would act as if nothing had happened to him and keep on fighting.

_'I can still fight'_, Souji thought to himself while he retreated towards destruction.

* * *

><p><strong>I hate myself for making Souji sick in this story, but I have to because it's his illness that impacts Souji a lot in his route. Anyway, I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter. By the way, I'm sorry for not proof reading previous chapters well enough, I'll go back and edit them later. Have an awesome day!<strong>


	10. Chapter 10

**Remember when I said that story will be more than 10 chapters? Well after this chapter it certainly will be. In fact, the story will most likely exceed 15 chapters (maybe reaching 20). Also, I know that this story is categorized in romance, but there are not a lot of SoujiXChizuru lovey-dovey moments yet. I really want the story to focus on Souji and not just Chizuru. So before there is any romance, the story has to clearly define Souji's character. Please bear this in mind, because I don't want anyone to have false expectations. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 10: Treasured Moments<p>

Supposedly, after Souji's run in with Chizuru, Kazama paid Chizuru an unwelcomed visit to headquarters. Luckily, he was not trying to kidnap her. Instead, he went to confirm Chizuru's relationship with Kodou. It was revealed that Kodou had gone missing because he was working with Kazama, along with the anti-foreign faction. Before Kazama could do anything else, Hijikata, Harada, and Heisuke barged in, which caused him to leave. Since then, Chizuru had not acted like herself at all. She became quiet and hardly ever went out, except on patrols because someone else would force her to go. However, she did meet some girl that Harada talked about, and both of them easily developed a friendship. Thanks to the girl, called Sen, Chizuru's troubles seemed to have lessened. In fact, she grew more confident, much to everyone's surprise.

As for the rest of the gang, some of them still went out drinking every now and then, despite Hijikata becoming more strict. Itou kept getting on everyone's nerves, but there was not anything that could have been done about him. While Sannan was pretending to be dead, Souji hardly ever saw him. Even though Sannan was hiding, he grew more capricious and distant as he kept on studying the Water of Life. However, the Shinsengumi could not suspend the experiments because the Bakufu still ordered them to perfect the medicine.

Souji could hardly do anything anymore, except go on patrols. He tried to cover up his illness the best he could from everyone, which seemed to have worked. Chizuru had surprisingly visited Souji a lot in the mornings to make sure that he was fine. Ever since their day in the courtyard, she would visit him. She no longer held any fear towards him, and she could easily be herself around him. Of course, Souji still teased and threatened her most of the time, but it was not out of malice. He still kept a distant eye on her to assure that she would not say anything about his tuberculosis. However, it seemed unnecessary because she did keep her promise to him, and for that, Souji would be eternally grateful to her.

After one restless night, Souji woke up drenched in sweat. He decided to wash himself and dry off in the warm air. He sat on the steps of a porch and let his loose, damp hair blow freely in the wind. Souji just happened to be sunbathing on the same area where Chizuru cheerfully polished the wooden floors of the porch . He silently watched her so she would not be able to sense him. It fascinated him how doing chores could make her so happy. After several minutes, Chizuru finished and stood back to admire her hard work, while wiping off her sweated forehead.

"That'll do it", she praised herself. Souji decided to surprise her by making his presence known.

"Finished all ready?", he teased lightly. She jumped back and gasped in shock, while a small blush stained her cheeks. After taking a good look at him, she furrowed her brows and puffed her cheeks in a way that Souji had to admit to himself was pretty cute.

"Okita-san! What're you doing out here when you're still wet?", her tone was slightly strict. Souji just smiled at her.

"I sweated last night in my sleep so I decided to take a bath. Now I'm just drying off here in the sun", he let his head fall back, and he closed his eyes as he relaxed on the steps.

"I don't care how nice the weather is, if you're wet and stay outside for too long you'll catch a cold!", she reprimanded. Souji laughed at her sudden stern demeanor.

"It's all right, don't worry", he assured her.

"It's not all right at all! You need to take better care of yourself!", she responded. Souji opened an eye to her in amazement and chuckled.

"Wow. When did you become such a nag? You worry too much! You're starting to act more like Hijikata-san", he started to tease her while he tried putting his damp hair back up. She gasped at the remark and almost stomped her way towards him.

"I told you that you have to properly dry yourself!", she stood behind him and grabbed the towel that hung over his shoulder. She abruptly started to dry his hair, which undoubtedly took Souji by surprise.

"Chizuru-chan! Why do have to be so rough and forceful?!", he complained while his body cringed. She still kept on muffling the towel over his head.

"No reason", was all she said. Souji immediately sat still, obviously not expecting her to say that. He could not help himself but to grin at her random consideration toward him.

"All right, that's enough", he finally got up so she could stop and quickly put his hair up again to his usual hairstyle so she would not insist on drying it again. She jumped back again in embarrassment, probably realizing her forwardness. He turned around to face her.

"There's something I want to ask you", he started. Chizuru hmm-ed in response and waited for his question.

"Truthfully, do you like the way my hair looks?", he asked. Chizuru was taken aback by the random question but she smiled nonetheless.

"I honestly think it suits you well", she complimented. Souji grinned triumphantly.

"Really?! I'm glad! Thanks a lot!", he replied warmly. He then pointed a finger at his hair and spoke up again.

"The truth is, I was trying to copy Kondo-san with this", admiration was clear in his voice.

"You're right! It's the exact same hairstyle", she started to giggle.

"You can't tell anyone about this, or I'll have to kill you", he winked teasingly.

"Okay", she added cheerfully while seeing past his small threat and laughed again, which made Souji laugh along with her.

The next morning, Shinpachi reported to the Shinsengumi that the Shogun had passed away. It was not just terrible news to the Shinsengumi, but also to the entire Bakufu army. Souji was angry for Kondo because he knew that times would get harder on him and everyone else as well. Shortly after, the Choushuu conquest brought about the shocking conclusion that was the Bakufu's army great defeat. The Bakufu, which had been unscathed for two-hundred-and-sixty years, was slowly crumbling away. By September, bulletin boards, that claimed the Choushuu Domain being villainous, where being stripped away. The Shinsengumi was later ordered to protect these boards. The task was boring, but it was highly important. One late night, when it was Harada's turn to watch over the boards, several rebels tried to take them down. Harada managed to capture some of the men easily while others retreated. He was heavily rewarded with cash, and he invited everyone to the red-light district to celebrate. Everyone was more than happy to spend a night to have some fun as they all walked together toward a bar.

"Sano! You've really done us a service! I never thought you'd use the reward money to treat us all!", Shinpachi exclaimed enthusiastically while putting an arm over Harada. Souji looked at Shinpachi and pointed a finger at him.

"Shinpachi-san, if you really want to praise him, you ought to mention that he protected the signboards", he teased lightly.

"Yeah, there's always that too", Shinpachi's voice lost its glee, causing everyone to laugh. They finally reached the bar, and Shinpachi sprinted ahead of everyone.

"Well, Sano's paying for tonight! Drink all you like, and sweep away the gloom of the day!", he cheered at everyone. Harada caught up to him frantically.

"Bastard! This is my money you're talking about!", Harada sneered at him as he walked in.

"Sano-san, thank you! I'll be sure to drink till I'm way past drunk!", Heisuke ran in happily. Souji grinned and stepped past Shinpachi.

"It's not like all of us can drink sake, though", Souji spoke loud enough for Hijikata to hear.

"Enough of that crap. Eat whatever food you want", Hijikata retorted back sternly as everyone else stepped inside. They were led to a large dimly lit room that was adorned with colorful fans, and beautiful murals were painted on the doors. Souji sat in between Saito and Chizuru, hopeful that they could provide him with enough entertainment. Everyone patiently waited to be served until the door was slid open, which caught all of their attention.

"Greetings to you all, it is my pleasure to make your acquaintance. I shall be accompanying you gentlemen this evening. My name is Kimigiku. I hope you have a pleasant time", a geiko bowed respectively as she spoke in such a polite manner. Some of the guys, and even Chizuru, gawked at her appearance, but all Souji thought about was getting a drink.

"So pretty...", Chizuru mumbled out loud, perhaps not realizing she was talking to herself. Kimigiku smiled warmly at her, and Chizuru bowed her head in embarrassment. After several moments, everyone was feasting and drinking to their heart's content.

"This sake sure is great! It's the thrill like bam, Bam, BAM!", Heisuke yelled out, too drunk to focus on what he was saying.

"Heisuke, you've only been drinking and not putting anything into your stomach!? You'll get drunk!", Shinpachi looked at the young kid. _'Too late, he already is'_, Souji noted to himself while taking another sip of his sake.

"It's fine for today!", Heisuke slurred out. Souji and Saito were perhaps the only men in the room who could hold down their liquor long enough compared to everyone else, whose faces where already rosy. Shinpachi then faced Chizuru.

"Chizuru-chan! You ain't drinking, how're you supposed to get drunk, huh!?", Shinpachi was clearly tipsy at this point. Chizuru nervously picked at her food.

"Well, uhh...I can't drink so uhh...", she laughed nervously as she spoke.

"Then I think you should eat till your stuffed...", he replied back while tipping his head back to engulf more sake. From the other side of the room, Kimigiku was conversing with Hijikata.

"I've heard you're like a demon, Hijikata-san of the Shinsengumi. However, it would seem an act as you're such a good and handsome man", she flattered.

"I get that a lot", Hijikata replied while taking another sip of sake. Shinpachi and Heisuke spat out their drinks in unison at Hijikata's remark before almost falling over from laughter.

"Hijikata-san's already drunk!", Shinpachi exclaimed.

"That was fast! He never could hold his liquor!", Heisuke chimed in before laughing hysterically again. Souji could not help but laugh along with them. Even before they all became part of the Shinsengumi, Hijikata would always be the first one to get drunk after just one small bottle of sake. Throughout their fun, Chizuru just stared at Kimigiku in awe. She finally sighed bopped her head down after staring at Kimigiku for a long time. Souji just observed Chizuru and wondered what she may have been thinking about. Then Shinpachi interrupted his train of thought.

"Still, if we can get this sort of money for protecting the signboards, who knows how much we can get if we catch all the culprits", Shinpachi mused while turning to Harada.

"Speaking of which Sano, why did you let them get away? If there were only eight of 'em you could've handled 'em all", Shinpachi pondered out loud.

"Yeah, I thought that was weird too...", Heisuke commented. Harada huffed slightly and turned to Chizuru.

"Chizuru, were you out at all last night?", Harada spoke in such a serious tone, it made Souji sit up.

"Huh? No", she replied simply, which made Harada glare at her.

"Are you sure about that?", his voice lowered.

"Yes, I'm always at headquarters at night", she answered, a little frightened.

"What's all this about, Sano?", Shinpachi asked. Harada's face softened a bit.

"It's just...when we were up against the soldiers that night, someone who looked just like Chizuru was there, and then our formation fell apart", Harada recounted. Souji silently processed Harada's story and looked back at Chizuru, then he suddenly remembered something important.

"Wait a second... Do you think it could be that girl you, Heisuke, and I met a while ago during our patrol", Souji stated as Chizuru stared back at him with wide eyes.

"The girl said her name was Nagumo Kaoru, right? She really did look a lot like you, didn't she?" Souji wondered out loud. Chizuru lowered her head.

"But that's not enough to...", she trailed off sadly.

"I didn't really think she did, but...after all, she was dressed up as a girl, you know?", Heisuke added. Then Saito came up with the best idea that Souji had ever heard him say.

"Then I believe we should have Yukimura-kun dress up in a girl's kimono", he suggested quietly. Chizuru gasped in shock while everyone eyed her carefully. She was soon starting to panic.

"Chizuru!", Heisuke stood up excitedly, and Shinpachi did not take long to join him.

"Hell yeah! That's a good idea!", Shinpachi then turned to Kimigiku.

"Hey Kimigiku-san, would you dress this kid in a girl's kimono for us!?", he almost jumped with excitement. Chizuru was crying out in protest while Hijikata tried to stop them, but Kimigiku put a hand on him.

"Very well, I shall do my outmost", she answered politely and led Chizuru out the room. After a moment, the men continued to drink as they waited patiently for Chizuru. Hijikata had stepped out of the room for some fresh air; the alcohol was already draining his energy. Suddenly, Kimigiku's voice was heard through the other side of the door.

"Everyone, my apologies for the wait", she called out, and the door slid open to catch everyone's attention. Souji could have sworn his heart skipped a beat at what he saw next. A woman dressed in an intricate red kimono slowly stepped into the room. Her dark hair was slightly pulled back into a beautifully arranged display. Her face was smooth and pale, except for the rosy-pink blush that appeared on her face, and her lips glossed a soft red. After his moment of bewilderment, Souji finally recognized her as Chizuru when he noticed her warm honey-brown orbs. He took a quick glance around at everyone, who were all still trapped in her spell. Heisuke did not notice that he was overfilling his cup of sake, Shinpachi had dropped his food, Harada's mouth looked like it was about to drop to the floor, and Saito sat motionless as he gawked.

"I-Is that you Chizuru?", Heisuke stuttered out.

"Y-Yes", she answered softly while bowing her head more.

"Wow. Talk about a change! For a second I didn't know who you were!", Souji praised lightly, glad that he did not sound too infatuated.

"Well? Does she look the same as the girl, Sano?", Saito finally pulled everyone back to reality.

"Hmm... I don't know. Chizuru's just so damn pretty, I can't tell anymore!", Harada eyed Chizuru again, which made her squeal. Heisuke got up again.

"You said it! Chizuru's pretty!", Heisuke claimed. Once again, Shinpachi joined him.

"Yeah! She's so good-looking, I forgot it was her!", Shinpachi added. Souji cocked a brow at him, while laughing.

"Shinpachi-san, you've fallen under her spell?", he teased. Shinpachi looked at him while scratching the back of his head.

"Don't make me blush!", he said giddily, while everyone else, beisides Chizuru, laughed.

"Please, stop it!", Chizuru ran out the room all embarrassed.

"Hey, Shinpachi! Why you gotta say such weird stuff?", Heisuke reprimanded.

"Sorry", Shinpachi replied while he looked half-guilty. The men finally sat down and enjoyed another shot of sake before Shinpachi started clapping his hands to make an announcement.

"All right! Sano, do that thing you always do at parties like this!", Shinpachi cheered.

"Yeah! Until you do it, it doesn't feel like we're drinking with you!", Heisuke urged as well. They were referring to Harada's famous belly dance. He had a scar on his stomach, which was proof of an earlier attempt to kill himself. Years ago, Shinpachi made fun of him by drawing a face around the scar with ink, and that was the start of Harada's playful performance. Those were pleasant moments that Souji wished he could relive everyday. But his only dream was to help Kondo toward his dream, nothing more than that. After several attempts of persuasion, Harada finally agreed to do it.

"Then that means I better go get Chizuru-chan before she gets into trouble", Souji stated while getting up and walking towards the door. He slid the door open and was surprised to see Chizuru sitting right outside, but with Hijikata. A coil sprang deep within Souji as he saw the two of them together.

"Sorry to intrude. I'll leave you two alone", Souji's voice was light, but it had an irritated tone to it. He began to shut the door when Shinpachi stopped him and peered out from behind.

"Hey, Hijikata-san! Sano's stomach show is about to begin!", he chimed. Then Heisuke also joined in as well.

"Chizuru, you hurry up and come too!", he encouraged. Finally they all returned to the room and watched in joy as Harada made a fool of himself at the center of the room. He danced oddly with fans, trying to imitate how a geiko would dance. Everyone laughed and drank like there was no tomorrow. Souji's foul mood was washed away as he relished the moment, clapping and cheering in pure bliss. _'Those were precious moments'_, he would later think back in the future. It would be the last time that all of them would celebrate together, but no one knew that then. They also did not know what tragedies and darkness awaited them in the cold and uncertain future.

* * *

><p><strong>Did you guys like the small plot twist in the end? I didn't mean for this chapter to be so long again, but I wanted to make this chapter fun and light-hearted for everyone to read (I know I couldn't go through this chapter without squealing and laughing haha). I apologize if there are any spellinggrammar errors, I'll go back and probably fix those throughout the week. The next chapter probably won't be posted until Friday or the weekend (I've got a lot of other work to do in real life, but that just makes me all the more excited to write these chapters) . Thanks for your patience! As always, have an awesome day!**


	11. Chapter 11

**I'm thrilled to hear that some of you are enjoying the story! It motivates me more to write now! Anyway, if the story hasn't been dark yet, it certainly will be after this chapter and so forth. Thank you all for waiting patiently for this release, unfortunately I have other things going on right now which doesn't give me enough time to write or revise. I'll probably make this a long chapter since I believe you guys deserve more content for your patience. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 11: Demonic Truth<p>

Winter had approached again, and as predicted, the Shinsengumi had started to tilt over. Itou was growing more distant and suspicious. Rumors were being spread that he was gathering men in order to leave the Shinsengumi. It only depended on what sort of excuse Itou could come up with to go on his separate ways. Harada, Shinpachi, Chizuru, and Souji reflected about the rising corruption, while Saito stood nearby swinging his sword.

"Huh?! Itou-san treated you to a night out?!", Harada burst at Shinpachi. Shinpachi shushed him and looked around to make sure no one else had overheard them.

"Lower your voice, Sano!", Shinpachi whispered harshly.

"He wanted me to defect with him", he continued.

"Defect?", Chizuru asked.

"He asked if I had issues with the Shinsengumi, and that the Bakufu's finished if it can't expel the foreigners. In the end, he asked if I'd leave with him", Shinpachi explained.

"Nagakura-san, what did you say?", Chizuru wondered. Shinpachi grinned at her.

"After he treated me to a boatload of spirits, I said working with him wouldn't be any fun", Shinpachi proclaimed proudly. Souji quietly listened the whole time. No one had ever trusted Itou to begin with, so it did not surprise him that the beauty-queen was trying to leave.

"Hajime-kun, weren't you with them?", Souji asked Saito, curious about his take on the issue. Saito sheathed his sword and turned slowly towards him.

"Yeah", he answered bluntly and quietly while still maintaining a serious tone. Saito and Shinpachi were one of the Shinsengumi's best swordsmen, along with Souji. Even if both of them did not accept Itou's offer, Souji could not help himself to be a little jealous of them. Later that evening, before the sun had set, Souji went out on patrol with Chizuru, both of them still conversed about the whole Itou dilemma.

"So he's approached the Second and Third Unit Captains", Souji recalled to Chizuru as both of them walked down the road, along with the rest of Souji's squad.

"Why didn't he invite me when I'm the First Unit's Captain?", Souji pondered, although he already knew why. Since they had met, the two always greeted each other sarcastically while trading venomous glares. Also, Souji could not forget his first encounter with him...

"If he does invite you, will you leave with him?", Chizuru asked in a worried tone.

"Naturally...", Souji replied as he walked past her, which made Chizuru halt and perk her head up in shock.

"Okita-san!", she was prepared to convince him out of it, the thought made Souji smile.

"I might have to kill him", he teased as he looked back at her.

"Jeez! That wasn't a very good joke!", she pouted out while Souji laughed, and she ran to catch up with him again. For some strange reason, that Souji could not figure out why, he felt like someone was watching them. He took a quick scan of the road, but no one was staring at him in particular except for common-men that were passing through. He was about to eradicate the strange feeling when a series of coughs reemerged in his throat. Chizuru noticed right away and tried putting a hand on his back for comfort, but he put an arm in front of her to assure her that he was fine. He did not want her to attract too much attention to them, in fear that the others might find out about his condition. He also was not in the mood to deal with her sympathy. Shortly after, the coughing seceded and they headed back towards home grimly, but Souji could still faintly sense the lurking presence from before.

Throughout the cold and darkening days of winter, everyone seemed to be on edge with one another. Souji's illness became progressively worse, but he forced himself to keep on fighting. On days when Souji remained in headquarters, he would admirably gaze out onto the falling snow. Deep down, he wished he could be reborn anew, just like how the snow would cover everything under its pure white veil. He craved for his old, healthy past, but wanted to push on ahead with Kondo's goal in the future. He hated lying to Kondo about his well-being, but if Souji was to stay by his side, he would carry on any type of pain.

March arrived, but it was still undergoing the transition from winter to spring. On one cold night, Souji woke up to the hideous screeches of a fury mixed in with Chizuru's yelping. He immediately ran to her room, along with the other captains and Kondo. The fury had made a deep cut on Chizuru's arm, while the desire for blood intoxicated him. Hijikata and Harada put him down eventually, and that's when Sannan-san showed up. He explained that the fury had gotten out of control and tried to escape. After, he turned towards Chizuru and asked about her wound.

"I'm fine", she replied hastily while shielding her arm away from Sannan-san, but he reached for her wound and blood started to form on his fingers. His body froze in a rigid stance for a second, until he started to wail in agony. He was sure enough having a lust for blood as his hair and eyes started to change. Everyone cautiously watched Sannan-san as he began to lick his hand that was stained in Chizuru's blood. Souji was prepared to kill him, but suddenly Sannan-san regained his senses and returned to his original form. No one could explain how it happened, but they did not give it much thought when Itou had walked in on them. Of course, he was in shock when he saw Sannan-san, who was still supposed to be dead. Kondo had to lead him away and try to calm him down, but ever since then, things got progressively worse for the Shinsengumi. As for Chizuru, she claimed that she could mange her own wound by wrapping it.

The next morning, Itou officially claimed his departure. The bastard could leave easily now that he had something over the Shinsengumi. Everyone was pissed, but their moods turned fouler when Saito and Heisuke decided to leave with Itou. By April, Itou's faction was prepared to step out of headquarters. Souji said his goodbyes to Heisuke already, so he and Chizuru now had to see Saito off.

"Well, things aren't going to be the same anymore", Souji said in a playful voice. Saito looked at him with wistful, cool eyes.

"Perhaps so, but I am sure the Shinsengumi will mange well without me. After all, you still have Kondo-san and Hijikata-san around", Saito replied in his usual quiet tone. Chizuru stared at him with sad eyes.

"Are you sure you want to leave?", Chizuru asked worryingly. Saito gazed at the nearby sakura trees, and seemed in awe as he watched the soft, delicate pink petals fall.

"Time always moves on ahead, and things change along with it", Saito replied, but he did not exactly answer her question. He noticed both Souji's and Chizuru's blank stares and sighed.

"However, I also believe in the things that don't change. No matter what we experience in our separate paths, we'll always change, even the Shinsengumi will change. I'm glad I could fight honorably for it, but I must base my decisions off of the things that don't change", Saito explained and he began to turn away from them.

"If you ever visit, the two of us should spar again", Souji said. Saito's azure eyes faced Souji once more.

"Yeah", Saito replied simply, but his mouth curved up into one of his rare smiles before it faded away quickly, then Saito's back faced Souji and Chizuru as he walked away from them.

"Man, now what am I gonna do for fun now?", Souji complained lightly with a bittersweet grin on his face. Chizuru regarded him with curious eyes.

"Okita-san, are you going to miss Saito-san?", she asked. Souji scoffed at her then grinned.

"The only thing I'll miss about Hajime-kun is being able to spar with him, after all, he was one of the only people who could handle a fight with me", Souji explained in a cocky manner before heading back inside. Sure, he was going to miss his fights with Saito, but he was almost sad that he was leaving. Souji and Saito have never really expressed any form of friendship, but they did not need friendly gestures to convey their feelings. When they fought, their swords spoke for them, they both had the same intent. They saw themselves as nothing more than tools. Both were specially crafted swords that regarded nothing else except their orders. It was because the two of them were the same that they could easily understand each other, and they became challenging rivals to sharpen each other's blades. However, Souji could not deny that things have changed along with the passing of time. Soon, more devastating times would befall everyone...

After Itou and his company had left that day, Souji became outrageously ill. Not wanting to disturb anyone, he changed into his sleeping yukata and resigned in his room. He did not even leave to show up for dinner, but it had not mattered to him, he was a dying man anyway. He kept his lantern on, but he was slowly drifting asleep.

"Pardon me, Okita-san", Chizuru's voice surprised him from behind his door. He sat up and yawned before answering.

"Yeah, you can come on in", he invited warmly. Chizuru slid open the door with her good arm while smiling and stepped in with a tray of food. Souji raised a brow as she settled herself next to his futon.

"Chizuru-chan, are suggesting that you can't be without me for more than a minute that you have to bring your dinner here?", he asked her teasingly. She leaned back away from him in embarrassment.

"N-No, not at all", she waved her arms in protest as her face began to flush red.

"Hmm, then why'd you bring this?", Souji motioned at the food.

"Everyone was starting to eat dinner, but you weren't there, so I thought that you might want to eat in your room instead", she explained. Souji tried to study her quietly. There were times when Chizuru was easier to read than a signboard, but there were also moments in which her spontaneous actions would catch him off guard. This was one of those moments. Chizuru picked up the tray and tried to get up after awhile of Souji's silence.

"I'm sorry, I probably woke you up, you might not even be hungry. I should let you get some rest, so I'l-", Chizuru tried to ramble more as she was getting up, but Souji caught hold of her arm.

"It's okay, I guess I can eat a little. You really didn't have to do this, but...thank you", Souji smiled at her. He did not know why Chizuru was doing this for him, but he appreciated her company. A surprised expression stretched across Chizuru's face before softening as she sat back down. He tried to reach for one of the small bowls on the tray, but his hand was weak and it couldn't grasp a firm hold of the food. Souji furrowed his brows in frustration. _'Is this how weak I've become?_', Souji thought inwardly while mentally cursing to himself. He could not let his disease get the best of him. He reached for the bowl again, but Chizuru grabbed a hold of it first. She took a spoonful of food and brought it towards Souji.

"What're you doing? -No,_ why_ are you doing this?", Souji asked her quizzically while narrowing his eyes at her. Chizuru met his gaze and looked at him seriously.

"If you're going to stay here and fight, then you shouldn't have to go through this ordeal alone...", she began to speak while her wide brown eyes pierced Souji's green ones.

"I know I promised you that I wouldn't tell anyone about your illness...but I won't watch you wither out all alone. I just can't sit back quietly and watch you suffer through this on your own and pretend that it's no big deal", Chizuru claimed while Souji's expression went blank.

"So please...Let me help you", her voice was soft and sincere, then she lifted the spoon towards his mouth again. Souji widened his eyes, stunned by words she had spoken. Unexpectedly, his face warmed up to a subtle shade of red.

"I...guess I don't have to kill you for helping me out...", he grumbled softly in half-embarrassment, and leaned his mouth towards the spoon. What was happening? Souji could not understand why he was so important to Chizuru, and neither had he cared, until now. Was it because he had protected her several times? If that was case, Souji would think that Chizuru was a fool. He had only stepped in front of her to guard her because it was his duty, he never did it out of his own whim. Still, why was he receiving this kind of attention that he knew he had not deserved? Of course, he would never admit out loud, but Chizuru had grown onto him. However, it was only a matter of time when he would no longer be useful to her.

After letting Chizuru feed him, Souji felt a little better than how he had earlier in the day. Just as he finished, Shimada Kai opened the door.

"Excuse me, but there is a female guest here to visit you in the conference area, Yukimura-kun. She would also like an audience with everyone else", Shimada informed them.

"A guest...for me?", she wondered out loud.

"Alright, we'll join everyone shortly", Souji dismissed Shimada then used most of his energy to get up. Chizuru helped him balance himself, then both of them walked towards the conference room. They arrived shortly, and Souji spotted Sen sitting in the middle of the room. He had met Sen once when he was out on patrol one day with Chizuru. Souji took a spot next to Shinpachi as everyone acknowledged their presence. Next to Sen sat an almost-recognizable woman dressed in shinobi-like garb. _'Why do these girls want an audience with all of us?_', Souji pondered.

"Osen-chan!", Chizuru was surprised to see her.

"You're going to come with me, Chizuru-chan", Sen stated bluntly, catching everyone by surprise.

"What do you mean?", asked Chizuru.

"We don't have time for this. Please get ready to leave immediately", the other woman stated calmly.

"But isn't this a bit out of the blue?", Chizuru asked what was on everyone's mind.

"Seriously. Why don't you explain the situation for us?", Shinpachi suggested.

"I believe you're familiar with Kazama Chikage", Sen referred.

"Kazama?!", Chizuru almost gasped out the name.

"He's with the Satsuma clan", Harada recalled.

"He, Amagiri, and Shiranui have been a thorn in our sides", Shinpachi added.

"Are you aware they're after her?", Sen asked.

"Indeed we are. I believe they call themselves 'oni' ", Kondo spoke up.

"They may be strong, but they're no oni!", Shinpachi exclaimed.

"I am also an oni", Sen claimed, once again catching everyone by surprise.

"She is from an ancient oni bloodline. She is Senhime-sama, a descendant of Suzuka Gozen. I am from the shinobi clan that has served the princess throughout the generations", the other woman explained. Souji was lost in thought as he processed all this new information. Oni were real creatures. It obviously helped to explain why Souji could never match up against Kazama's vigor.

"Come to think of it, weren't you at Shimabara?", Harada asked the woman.

"Oh, you're Kimigiku-san!", Shinpachi boasted.

"I see. I thought you were a bit too friendly. You were just after information on the Shinsengumi", Hijikata finally made the connection. Kimigiku giggled for having been discovered. Souji was surprised that Hijikata was able to make that distinction, considering he was easily drunk when he was at Shimabara.

"Since antiquity, those in power have come after us in hopes of gaining our powers for their own purposes", Sen continued.

"Generally speaking, the oni clans dislike fighting and getting involved in human wars. In the end, we went our separate ways and began living in hiding", Kimigiku explained.

"After mingling with the humans for so long, only a few pure-blooded oni remain", Sen added.

"Would you and Kazama fall into that category?", Kondo interjected.

"Yes. Kazama has the strongest blood in the West. The largest oni family in the East was the Yukimura family", Sen explained, while everyone looked stunned. _'So that means that Chizuru-chan is..._', Souji trailed off in his thoughts.

"I had heard that the Yukimura family had been destroyed", Sen continued as she turned her head to Chizuru.

"Now wait just a damn second! What're you saying? That Chizuru's an oni?!", Harada was in complete shock. Sen kept her eyes on Chizuru.

"Does any of this ring a bell to you?", Sen asked Chizuru. Chizuru then lifted her sleeve, up to where her wound should have been, but her skin seemed as though it had never been scratched before.

"Your injury! But it looked so deep", Shinpachi bewilderedly commented.

"It's because I'm an oni", Chizuru's voice had gone soft. So that was her secret that Souji knew she had kept hidden, he just never would have guessed that it was about her being a mythological creature.

"If those with strong or pure bloodlines breed, they can give birth to an even stronger oni", Sen went on.

"So that's what Kazama wants", Hijikata stated.

"Yes", Sen confirmed. Anger seeped through Souji. Kazama was planning on using Chizuru as a dog only to mate with her. If Souji had hated Kazama before, he now loathed him with all his might. He could picture the man's predatory hand grasping Chizuru's collar and grabbing her flesh... Souji forced the thought out of his head before he could go on a rampage. Instead, he fisted his hands and clenched his jaw.

"If Kazama goes all out against you, you'll be helpless to stop him", Sen stated.

"Hey, Senhime-san, don't you think that's a bit harsh?", Shinpachi questioned.

"We're the Shinsengumi referred to as the Mibu Wolves. We're not afraid of fighting an oni or two", Hijikata defended.

"You should be well aware of Kazama's strength. At least we might be able to protect her if she's with us", Kimigiku insisted.

"That implies you may not be able to protect her", Hijikata shot back, which threw the two women off guard.

"Yukimura-kun, what's your opinion on this?", Kondo finally brought some sense into the conversation. Everyone in the room turned to face Chizuru.

"You should decide if you want to leave with them or stay here with us", Kondo advised Chizuru.

"Kondo-san, don't say that!", Shinpachi reprimanded.

"Shut up, Shinpachi", Hijikata hissed. Chizuru's expression looked lost as she clenched her own hands.

"I...", she started to glance at everyone in the room, then her eyes traveled to Souji's. It seemed that she was hoping for the answer to be written out on his eyes, but Souji managed to express a blank look. This was a decision she would have to make on her own. If she stayed, the Shinsengumi would undoubtedly protect her, but at some point in time, Chizuru would have to rely on someone else besides Souji. If she left, the oni women could offer her the same protection, perhaps better too, considering they are not wrapped up in human affairs, but the possibility of Kazama taking her still existed. After a silent moment, Chizuru spoke.

"I want to stay here!", she declared seriously.

"Chizuru-chan...", Sen was obviously shocked by her answer, but nonetheless, she respected it. Souji did not know how to feel about Chizuru's decision. Part of him was glad she would stay with them, but another part was upset that he would not be able to be useful to her forever. If anything, he hated feeling useless towards anything. If he could not protect Chizuru, how was he supposed to remain by Kondo's side. It was then that Souji started to panic about how long he could fight before he would crumble away...

* * *

><p><strong>I finally finished this chapter! I know it took me a little longer to post. More action will be heading towards your way in the next chapter. A plot twist might be included in the next chapter or chapter 13. Like I've said before, it'll be hard for me to post chapters regularly. I only managed to get 3 hours of sleep last night and I'm starting to get sick, so bear with any errors I have made. I hope to get chapter 12 in by Sunday, if not it'll probably be sometime throughout next week. Anyways, thank you for your cooperation and understanding! Please post reviews about the story, and you can also make suggestions or ideas for extra scenes in the story's future and it might be featured (if it is I'll give you the honorable credit). As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	12. Chapter 12

**How has your weekend been? I hope it has been good! Thanks for waiting for this chapter, you guys are awesome! Anyway, I am not going to give out a lot of spoilers for this chapter because it'll definitely be monumental to the story (really long too). So as always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 12: Birth<p>

After Sen's meeting, the Shinsengumi took immediate precautions for Kazama's arrival. He was bound to show up at any given moment to snatch Chizuru away. With Sannan-san's help, the Shinsengumi developed their secret "Rasetsu Unit", which consisted of the furies that have not gone totally insane yet. They kept watch at headquarters during the night for almost a week. Finally, Souji was woken up by the sound of their hideous cries and several gunshots that came from outside. The oni were here.

Before Souji could get up from bed, Shimada barged open the door.

"Hijikata-san has ordered you to standby here in case anything should happen", he conveyed urgently. As Souji was about to protest, Shimada had shut the door and left. '_Bullshit_', Souji thought as he still got up anyway. He knew that Hijikata suspected something was wrong with him for awhile now, that is why Souji could not go out as much. He changed out of his sleeping yukata and put on his everyday clothes. He was not going to step outside, knowing well that he would not be an asset to his comrades against the oni. Wails were replaced by the captains' own war cries. They were bravely fighting against the oni while Souji was stuck in his room. _'Kondo-san must be out there too..._', he thought sadly.

After several minutes, the battle had not seceded, and Souji was getting restless. He was about to slide open his door to join the fight, but instead the door was opened for him by someone else, and the next thing he knew, Chizuru was thrown on top him, which sent him down onto the ground on his back. He looked up at the door to see Yamazaki Susumu standing there with a scowl on his face. Souji and Yamazaki were never on friendly terms. Yamazaki was strict and disciplined whereas Souji was laid-back and playful, which obviously put the two men into conflict with one another constantly. Yamazaki must have hated himself for throwing Chizuru in Souji's room out of all places, but he did not give it any further consideration as he quickly slid the door shut and ran off.

Souji was still on the ground with Chizuru still laying on top of his body. Granted the abnormal situation, Souji decided to have some fun.

"Gotta admit, I didn't figure you for this type of girl", Souji put on a charming grin as he teased her. She finally lifted her head up abruptly, which apparently happened to be way too close to his, and her eyes flew wide open when they met his.

"O-Okita-san?!", she exclaimed in complete surprise. Even though it was dark in his room, Souji could clearly see a heavy blush staining her face.

"Didn't think I'd be getting pushed down into bed tonight, least of all by you", he added playfully while giggling in amusement. Chizuru remained motionless on top of him, perhaps still in shock by the whole situation.

"Oh no! No no no! This is just a-a mistake! I didn't mean-! I was just...Yamazaki-san, he... Ah, um... It was an accident!", she miserably stammered out excuses while still being completely embarrassed. She was baffled and immediately shut herself up. Souji put a hand on her shoulder, taking note that she was still on him.

"Ah...really. Tell me... How is it? On top of me. Does it feel good?", he further teased her, glad he was able to keep his composure without laughing out loud. Her body went rigid against his.

"Huh? ...Oh!", she finally realized that she was still laying on top of him.

"I-I'm sorry!", and with that, she quickly summoned tremendous speed and leapt off. She bowed her head as Souji stood up.

"I'm so sorry! I'm so so so so so sorry!", she kept embarrassingly apologizing to him while her face still maintained a deep red color. Souji furrowed his brows as he frowned at her.

"Hey, c'mon, it hurts me when you apologize so much. Makes me think you hate me or something", Souji honestly proclaimed. He never really cared about how others viewed him, except for Kondo, and now Chizuru. Was she already looking down on him? Was he really nothing to her anymore? The thought pained him.

"N-No, it's not that... I was just...um...", she responded, still at a loss for words. Both of them quietly stared at each other for a moment.

"Um...Okita-san, what did you just say?", Chizuru finally broke the awkward silence. Souji did not really want to repeat himself, but luckily her question faded away easily by the noises of the battle outside. Souji was finally brought back to the reality of the situation.

"It's getting pretty serious out there. The oni showed up?", he turned his gaze at the door while asking Chizuru about the setting outside.

"Y-Yes! That's right!", she exclaimed frantically, probably panicked that everyone else was fighting for her sake. Souji understood her, she had wanted to help them and make sure no one got hurt because of her. Souji's eyes found hers again.

"Yeah, I know, I wanna go out there and fight too, but Hijikata-san and Yamazaki-kun'd get pissed. I don't need one mom, let alone two...", Souji sympathized with her while giving her a sad grin. He kept the same expression on his face when his thoughts wandered to Kondo.

"Kondo-san's out there though, right?", he asked her, but he already suspected that Kondo was indeed fighting. Chizuru frowned sadly.

"Yes... But he's fighting one of the oni...", she worryingly answered. Despite hearing that, Souji's face relaxed.

"Don't worry about him. He's an amazing swordsman. Way better than me", Souji acknowledged respectively, admiration was clear in his voice. He was confident Kondo would be fine, after all, he was the commander of the Shinsengumi. Souji then turned towards Chizuru.

"Well, if the oni get this far, then I'll get to fight 'em then", he grinned at her slightly, but he doubted the oni would ever pass through Kondo and everyone else. But if they were to pass through, would Souji be able to protect Chizuru? He kept his grin, but he was inwardly sulking at his helplessness.

"But... Listen, you oughta stay away from me, okay? I'm not good for you", he admitted to her without explaining why. It would be better for her if she would stop relying on him for protection that his body could not offer. That way she would not get hurt, and Souji could only focus on fighting for Kondo as long he could until his prominent end. Although, he could not lie to himself, he would miss her company. However, it was for the best of everyone. Better to cut ties now before anyone would get hurt in the future. After all, Chizuru could always find other sources of protection, like Hijikata...

Before Chizuru could respond, the sounds of battle had ceased, and Yamazaki came back to tell both of them that the oni had retreated, just as Souji had predicted. Afterwards, the night became still again...

As the year went on, things only got worse for the Shinsengumi as they moved to their new headquarters to Fudoudou Village. Itou and his faction were serving as the Imperial Mausoleum's guards, but they still acted suspiciously, even away from the Shinsengumi. Itou was a silent threat to the Shinsengumi because he saw that Sannan-san was alive, which could easily expose their Rasetsu Unit. To silence him, the Shinsengumi had to pay him with three-hundred ryo regularly. Despite their payments, Itou had secretly joined the Satsuma clan and was planning on murdering Kondo. Saito reported this to the Shinsengumi, which obviously put Souji on high alert. It had turned out that Hijikata had secretly ordered Saito to voluntarily join Itou's group to spy on them. Saito also reported that it was Itou's doing that killed Sakamoto Ryouma and tried to frame the Shinsengumi for his death. The Restoration of Imperial Rule was what sent the Bakufu and Imperial court into a new era. However, Sakamoto played a key role in the Restoration, and was apparently assassinated for it. Because Itou's actions were antagonistic to the Shinsengumi, they all decided that it was time to get rid of him once and for all.

At least Saito had returned to them, but the question about Heisuke's stance still remained. Last that the Shinsengumi have heard about him, he was serving under Itou. Despite their past with Heisuke, if he attacked the Shinsengumi, they would undoubtedly kill him. The day that they planned to kill Itou, Hijikata ordered Souji to remain at headquarters, which of course pissed Souji off, but there was nothing he could do in his condition.

To get Itou all alone, Kondo and Hijikata invited Itou so they could personally hand over their payment while Saito used that opportunity to try to convince Heisuke to return to the Shinsengumi. Soon, on Itou's way back, the Shinsengumi assassinated him, but they were outnumbered by the Satsuma and Choushuu clans. The Satsuma clan had turned their heads away from the Bakufu and instead, they were working with the Choushuus, and they together formed the Sacho Alliance. Luckily, Saito managed to talk some sense into Heisuke as both men helped the rest of their comrades fight of the Sachos. However, Amagiri and Shiranui made an appearance, and Amagiri injured Heisuke so severely that he had met the brink of death. The whole event would later be known as Abura-Kouji Incident. A month later, the Sacho Alliance moved soldiers into Kyoto, which made the Shinsengumi move again into the Fushimi Office, and they began preparing for war...

As a result of his injuries, Heisuke decided to take the Water of Life and become a fury. It did not thrill everyone, but they were glad he survived and came back to them. Souji studied Heisuke's routines continuously. He was always practically unconscious during daylight and once, he was almost consumed by a bloodlust. Luckily, when Doctor Matsumoto came to visit the Shinsengumi, he had developed a special kind of medicine that could repress the vampiric impulses temporarily. Still, according to Sannan-san, a fury would still continue to suffer until they drink blood. _'So that's the pathetic life of a fury..._', Souji noted, but then again, the Water of Life had saved Heisuke's life. _'Some day yours as well_...', a voice inside Souji hissed out. He shook his head in denial. He knew what would happen to him if he drank the scarlet content, he would go insane at the end and become worse than useless to Kondo. His existence would become meaningless and worthless. But still, it could save him from his wretched illness...

On a cold January night, once again Souji woke up to the sounds of clashing swords and horrible screeches. It had seemed that some the furies from the Rasetsu Unit had gone wild. Souji waited for someone to report to him in his room, but crucial minutes were passing. Souji hurriedly threw his clothes on, there was no way he would stay in his room again while all the fighting took place. Just as he had strapped his swords to his waist, Chizuru opened door urgently and rushed inside.

"Okita-san!", she called then her eyes widened when she spotted him. Souji looked up at her with his usual grin.

"You took too long. Nobody came to get me, so I figured I'd go out on my own", he explained to her casually, but she still looked at him worryingly.

"Are you feeling better?!", she asked frantically. His eyes narrowed at her, obviously pissed that she was bringing up his disease at a time like this. Plus, he did not want to admit to anyone that he could not fight, he was way too stubborn to do that.

"I wasn't real happy about being told to stay in my room before, but it looks like I'll get to have some fun after all-", he did not get to finish his sentence when he was suddenly interrupted by tearing coughs. Blood leaked out from his mouth as he continued to cough, and he crouched onto the floor. Chizuru immediately ran to his side.

"Please, don't do this", her voice was soft and shaky, like she was trying to suppress a sob.

"The rest of the Shinsengumi has the situation under control! Please, go back to bed-", she desperately pleaded as she tugged his arm, but that was when Souji snapped.

"SHUT UP!", he whipped his body around, forcing Chizuru to let go of him. His emerald eyes turned hard as they glared at her, his voice boomed loud enough to where he could feel the power of it shudder through every bone in his body. It had seemed Chizuru had shrunk in size from under his towering stance as tears started to form in her eyes. He would not tolerate her sympathy now of all times.

"IT'S NOT LIKE I'VE BECOME WEAKER! I... I CAN STILL FIGHT!", he continued to yell at her furiously. What was he doing? Yelling at her would not make him any better, much less, it would not give him the strength to fight. He stood back silently, feeling half-guilty for exploding his rage at her.

"I'm not useless yet, you know", Souji's glare remained, but he lowered his voice. Tears looked like they were about to stream out from her eyes as she looked at him sadly.

"It's not nice to brush aside someone who's worried about you", a soft voice broke through their silence. Out of the darkest corner of the room, a boy emerged from the shadows. Had he been there the whole time without Souji or Chizuru noticing him? Both of them spun their heads around and their eyes went wide when they finally recognized the boy.

"K-Kaoru-san?!", Chizuru asked, obviously surprised to him here. It was quite clear now that Nagumo Kaoru, the woman that Souji had saved, was a male, judging by his hair being cut just above his soldiers. His kimono was replaced by western-styled clothing and a short black cloak that were meant only for battle. The only thing that had remained the same was his face that looked all too similar to Chizuru's.

"This is my true self. I apologize for lying about my sex, but I had a good reason to", Kaoru explained politely.

"So, you're a guy, huh. Interesting...", Souji blurted out loud. He was not at all surprised, but neither had he cared that much. After all, Kaoru had acted way too nicely towards Souji when he was trying to impersonate a girl.

"Wait...what do you mean?", Chizuru was actually curious about Kaoru's secret. Kaoru turned towards her and gave her an odd smile.

"I kept my true self hidden for only one reason- the _same _reason I've come here tonight. I'm here to save my sister", Kaoru answered.

"...Sister?", Chizuru questioned. How could she not see the answer that stood directly in front of her? Now Souji could put together the pieces of the mysterious puzzle.

"I'm talking about you, Chizuru", he stated warmly.

"...What?!", Chizuru was still in shock. It was clear to Souji that the two were siblings, actually, more like twins, they did share the exact same face. Kaoru sighed and gazed at Chizuru sadly.

"I realize this is rather confusing to you. Let me explain. When our family refused to help overthrow the shogunate and was destroyed, you were taken in by Kodou, and I was taken in by the Nagumo family from the Tosa Domain. We were...separated", Kaoru went on to explain.

"Our family?", Chizuru's voice weakened in disbelief. So Chizuru was not the daughter of a man she believed to be her father, and her real parents were long dead.

"I share your face, and yet you still won't believe me? ...Perhaps my sword will convince you, then", he stated as he lifted his sheathed blade.

"My Daitsuren is the companion of your own Shotsuren. They were separated along with us...", he explained further. The two swords were identical, just like the twins, the only difference was the length.

"No! My father never said-!", she started to deny the plainly obvious truth. Souji had listened quietly while he regained his composure.

"So you're an oni too?", Souji intervened. Kaoru turned towards him.

"Yes, I am. You seem awfully calm, Okita-san", Kaoru had been observing Souji. Souji grinned sarcastically.

"Should I be excited? None of this is really my problem", Souji stated bluntly. He did not lie. It really was none of his business to get involved in Chizuru's oni affairs.

"Can I ask you something, though? Seeing as you're an oni. Do you just plan to use her, like Kazama does?", he calmly asked Kaoru, but the aura in the room had tensed. He would be damned if he let Kaoru take advantage of Chizuru right in front of him.

"What?!", Chizuru was immediately on high alert. Kaoru simply smiled at him.

"...No, that's not my intent. Can I ask you a question in return? What would you have done if I'd said yes? Would you have tried to stop me, with that broken body?", Kaoru asked slyly. The room fell silent, but Souji could feel a vein pop out on his face, luckily for him it was hidden behind his hair. He looked at Kaoru for a brief moment before he answered.

"...No. You're free to take her. I don't care what either of you are up to", Souji's voice had not changed, but his message was cold. He was done with dealing with Chizuru's sympathy that he had not asked for. Her feelings were probably shaped from pity, that idea angered Souji. The only thing he should focus on was Kondo, after all there was nothing else he could have done for Chizuru. He could not protect her, and he certainly could not help her look for Kodou.

"I see...", Kaoru said.

"Now, will you get out of my way?", he rudely asked Kaoru, while finally remembering that the furies were still outside. Kaoru's smile faded.

"No, I will not. You can't fight anyone right now", Koaru did not budge from his spot. Souji's previous anger returned to him.

"Like hell I can't!", he snarled while drawing his sword. Kaoru did not move, but his eyes were illuminated by some sort of dark emotion.

"You're awfully determined, aren't you? Very well... Here", Kaoru reached for something inside his shirt and pulled it out. The small vile he held out was illuminated by the seeping moonlight, while the liquid inside shined a bright red. Both Souji and Chizuru recognized the liquid all too well.

"Where did you get that, Kaoru?!", Chizuru demanded nervously.

"Kodou-san gave it to me", Kaoru answered.

"My father gave you that?", her voice was starting to shake again.

"This is...", Souji's eyes widened at the vile.

"I have been told to cooperate with Kazama and his men because of the relationship between the Satsuma, Choushuu, and Tosa", Kaoru explained while his eyes drifted towards the floor and narrowed.

"But...if their plan is to simply use my dear sister as some sort of demonic broodmare... I can't allow that to happen", Kaoru stated. Now Souji understood why Kaoru had offered him the Water of Life.

"...So you want me to drink the Water of Life and protect her. Is that it? Seems pretty selfish", Souji shot back.

"I'm sorry if it seems that way, but the choice is yours. You can lie in bed, cursing your illness and crying for battle, or you can drink this, and become a fury", Kaoru offered.

"No, Okita-san! You can't!", Chizuru tried desperately to intervene.

"I..", Souji started to say, but he was still hesitant about his decision as his eyes glued onto the vile.

"Please, Kaoru-san, don't do this! If you're really my brother, and you really care for me, then why are you doing this to Okita-san?!", Chizuru pleaded. But before he could answer, the door was kicked down and four figures leapt through.

"Furies!", Souji snarled out loud. Without a moment's hesitation he reached for his sword again when he saw their piercing red eyes. However, his hands fumbled weakly on the hilt, and the sword clattered to the floor. Souji's eyes flew open in disbelief, before a sad smile formed on his face.

"This...is all I am now... Okita Souji, the captain of the Shinsengumi's First division...", he mumbled out slowly. His face darkened in the darkness of the room, as he finally came to terms with his tuberculosis. His body was finished, for all he knew, he could drop dead at any given time. Whether or not he had liked his fate, he accepted that he was now destroyed, and he also accepted the cruelty of that. Suddenly, without a second thought, he snatched the vile from Kaoru's hand.

"Okita-san, no! If you drink that-!", Chizuru started to reach towards him. Time all of the sudden seemed to slow down. Souji glared at the approaching furies, observing them. He was taking in the monster he was going to become. He looked back at Chizuru and gave her his usual, small sideways smile. He saw her slowly running towards him...

"Man, you really never shut up, do you?...", he questioned softly, letting his words hang out in the air. He tilted his head back and closed his eyes, while draining the vile of its scarlet content. Kaoru smiled. Then, more furies stepped into the room, thirsty for blood.

His body became alive instantly as the Water of Life rushed through his veins. Blood splattered in every direction as Souji sliced through the pitiable monsters. He cried in pain as felt the vigorous lust for blood surge through him. He had once been close to starvation before in the past, but it was nothing compared to the agony he was experiencing now.

This was Okita Souji, the fury. The beast. Born anew with the curse of the fury. He had given up his humanity in exchange for the chance to fight again. He had traded away his soul.

The carnage only lasted seconds, but it had seemed like a never-ending cycle of bloodshed. All of what had remained was the lifeless, bloody corpses of the furies. Souji crouched on the floor while still holding onto his sword. The furies' blood had stained his entire body. His ghastly white hair was illuminated into a silver glow by the moonlight. His glowering eyes were red with rage as he glared at Kaoru.

"Happy now, Nagumo Kaoru?", he spat out. Kaoru's smile had never faded.

"Yes I am. You were splendid, Okita Souji-san. There are no words to express my gratitude", Kaoru clapped a few times. Then a cruel smile split his face.

"...For falling into my trap", Kaoru's voice lowered to have a menacing edge. Souji's eyes widened in shock before narrowing down to hatred. Before he could consider killing Kaoru, pain reemerged throughout his body. Despite the Water of Life, the battle had drained him. His eyes rolled back as he began to fall forwards, but Chizuru caught him just in time. He could not open his eyes as he was slowly drifting into a state of unconsciousness.

"Okita-san! Are you okay?! Why did...?", Chizuru sobbed out, letting her tears fall out and land on Souji's face. Those were the last words he could hear before the world turned silent to him. He could feel himself transforming back to his original form. Then suddenly, the world around him started to disappear, and then he blacked out completely into the darkest depths of a comatose...

* * *

><p><strong>Whew! Longest chapter ever in the story! I was highly anticipating to write this chapter so I just had to write it at 1 in the morning(so sorry, if I have made any mistakes)! I hope this chapter was thrilling to you guys. Please comment and review to tell me what you guys think, I'd really appreciate it! Also, keep posting any ideas for extra scenes in the future, and I might incorporate them into the story the best that I can. Anyway, the next chapter will probably be posted the earliest by Wednesday, if not, Friday or Saturday at the latest (so please be patient). As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	13. Chapter 13

**So...? What do you guys think of the story so far? I'm sorry this chapter took awhile to post (besides my busy schedule, the sever has been having tech problems). Anyways, this chapter is dedicated to Heihachifangirl17 for posting her idea (I'll try to make it fit in with the story, so it might not be 100% accurate), also she's made pretty sweet reviews (you can read them at the "reviews" page for this story). I'm happy that more of you guys are following the story, so I'll try to keep the story interesting! As always, enjoy! **

* * *

><p>Chapter 13: The Seeds of Destruction<p>

Hollowness. That was the only thing Souji could feel as he woke up for the first time. His mind was empty and he was completely unaware of where he was. He sat up in bed and gazed around the room, hoping to find anything that could spark his memory. The room was mysteriously dark and foreign to him. _'This isn't my room..._', he noted as he did not recognize any of his personal belongings, until his eyes drifted to his swords that were laying next to him. He grabbed his Daitsuren and held it out in front of him. He began to unsheathe his sword at eye-level, then he finally saw his own mirror-image reflecting from the blade. That was when he remembered. A mindless mad-man ruthlessly cutting down the other monsters by becoming a monster himself. Souji focused on the man's eyes. They were his, but at the same time they were not. Nothing was changed, everything was changed by drinking the Water of Life. Souji's goal had remained unscathed, but something was clearly different.

He could hear distant footsteps heading towards his door, so Souji sheathed his sword and placed it back to his original spot before the footsteps entered. Yamazaki slid open the door with Chizuru right behind him.

"You're awake. How do you feel?", Yamazaki asked him seriously as both figures entered the room.

"Fine actually", Souji grinned at them. Had he been fine? Souji did not know the answer to that himself. Chizuru sat next to him as she placed a cup of water and some of Hijikata's medicine beside him.

"I've brought you some medicine, just in case you're still sore", she smiled warmly at him, but sadness was clearly written in her eyes.

"Ah... Thanks", Souji replied solemnly while avoiding her stare. He was not sure how he was going to confront Chizuru about the night with Kaoru and his own new fury nature. Yamazaki sat in front of Souji then turned towards Chizuru.

"Yukimura-kun, ask Inoue-san to accompany you to the city to buy some herbs and prescription drugs before the sun sets, we might need them later", Yamazaki instructed Chizuru.

"Okay", she nodded and left the room quietly. After a moment of silence Yamazaki finally turned to Souji.

"Aren't you going to ask me anything?", Yamazaki directed at Souji.

"Yeah, sure. How long was I asleep?", Souji asked casually, completely unamused by the direction the conversation was heading.

"You were unconscious for two consecutive days, I am actually surprised you woke up this early in the evening. Everyone was starting get worried, so I had to lie and tell them that you had a high fever", Yamazaki stated. Souji's eyes narrowed.

"So you know...", Souji noted. Yamazaki returned the same glare.

"Of course I know, and so do the other captains, as well as Kondo-san", Yamazaki shot back. It made sense that everyone found out about Souji's transformation, after all, they were all fighting against the furies that same night.

"...They just don't know why you did it, but I do", Yamazaki added. Souji's glare deepened while he flashed a wicked smile.

"Is that so...", was all he said. Did Chizuru tell Yamazaki about his tuberculosis? No, she could not have done so. Souji told her he would kill her if she did. However, she also promised him that she would not tell anyone, and she meant it.

"You have contracted a sort of disease. I know I'm not wrong because I am the medic here, so I know the signs. I may not know what it is you have specifically, but you can't hide it from me forever", Yamazaki went on.

"So what do you intend to do? Rat me out?", Souji remained calm.

"No. I won't pry into your personal issues, but you need to take better care of yourself", Yamazaki's eyes went stoic, then he stood up and walked towards the door.

"Don't strain yourself too much, you may be a fury, but you still have to get some rest" Yamazaki instructed as he stepped out from the room.

The evening had passed, and Souji was still wide awake. Of course, he was now a fury, dusk became morning as dawn turned to sunset. Bored out of his mind, Souji finally left his room and strolled through headquarters. Everything that was supposed to be motionless was now full of energy through Souji's new perspective. He finally ended up by the courtyard and stopped when he saw Hijikata, Saito, and Heisuke conversing with each other. By the way things looked, Souji would think that they were arguing about something important. Souji approached them and that's when he noticed that all three of them were surrounding an injured Inoue, who was sitting on a nearby bench.

"What happened here?", Souji interjected through their conversation. All of them whipped their heads around towards Souji in shock.

"Are you okay?!", Heisuke asked frantically.

"Never mind me, what happened?", Souji insisted with his earlier question, immediately shutting Heisuke up. Hijikata's gaze was hard and stern as usual as he looked directly at Souji.

"Gen-san was beaten by someone unknown on his way home...and he collapsed unconsciously for a moment...", Hijikata started to explain.

"...When I woke up, Yukimura-kun wasn't with me anymore. So I rushed back here to report the situation...", Inoue continued to explain. Panic, desperation, and anger welled up inside of Souji.

"Where the hell is she then?! What the fuck happened to her?!", Souji's voice gradually grew louder. Hijikata then turned towards the other men.

"Saito, go grab Yamazaki and have him tend to Gen-san, stay here just in case anyone shows up!", Hijikata ordered.

"Understood", Saito agreed quietly before grabbing Inoue and leading him inside.

"Heisuke, go tell Sannan-san about this and take the Rasetsus with you and search the city, make sure you don't cause any suspicion!", Hijikata commanded, which Heisuke nodded and ran off.

"Souji, go back to your room-", Hijikata was starting to direct but Souji cut him off fiercely.

"There's no way in hell I'll do that! I'm not going to sit on my ass while Chizuru-chan's in danger!", Souji yelled back, not realizing he was showing concern for Chizuru. Hijikata furrowed his brows, but he nodded.

"Very well, then start searching beyond the Northern gate, I'll rally the other men and take the Southern gate!", Hijikata accepted Souji's help before running away towards the opposite direction.

Souji took off sprinting, and he eventually reached the Northern gate, but there was still no sign of Chizuru. He cursed to himself as he frantically searched for her. He ran past a small dark forest. Luckily, his new fury blood sang in night, making him more faster than usual and it was easier to see in the blinding darkness. Finally, he reached a small clearing. The moon's silver veil cast a silver glow on everything, and it illuminated the sukura tree in the middle into a bright rosy-white complexion. Normally, Souji would have been awe-struck by the beautiful scenery, but his gaze glowered when he noticed those distinct crimson eyes and golden hair. Souji stepped out from the woods and headed towards the oni. His eyes widened when he noticed a tattered Chizuru standing beside the foul-oni. What had he done to her...? Souji's blood boiled in fury, as he thought about all the negative possibilities, then he pulled out his sword and charged forward. Kazama dodged calmly at the last second as he finally felt Souji's presence. An evil smirk stretched across his face.

"It's been some time, Okita Souji", Kazama regarded Souji.

"I was beginning to think I'd never see you again, Kazama", Souji smiled sarcastically, purposefully leaving out the oni's first name. Kazama chuckled.

"You shouldn't be glad, you should be cowering in fear for your life... I never expected to be challenged to a fight by some idiotic human, but I suppose a dog can only follow its nose", Kazama retorted.

"That's enough!", Chizuru stepped in between the two men. Kazama laughed in amusement before his gaze hardened at Chizuru.

"Why do you step in front of this man who will only betray you in the end?", Kazama questioned. Before Chizuru could respond, Souji pulled her back and lunged towards Kazama, all while letting his fury blood take over him. Kazama drew his sword quickly and blocked Souji's blow, his wicked smile returned.

"Oh, this is rich! I never would've guessed a _lowly_ human like you would lower himself into an abomination. Don't tell me you became a fake oni just so you could _hope_ to defeat me", Kazama began to laugh again. Both men jumped back away from each other.

"Don't flatter yourself", Souji teased coldly, then Kazama launched himself at him.

"Then what was the reason? Some pathetic excuse for pride? Whatever it is that you call 'honor'?", Kazama kept swinging his sword, pushing Souji back a little. A treacherous lust for blood emereged in Kazama's bloody eyes. Souji stayed silent as he focused on dodging and blocking every blow.

"Answer me, human! What could possibly be important to something as worthless and base a creature as you?!", Kazama became a horrific brute. Their swords rang through the night, causing sparks to fly around.

"What's it to you?", Souji scowled at Kazama. Kazama's laughter grew louder as he tilted his head back.

"Nothing at all. It just baffles me how ignorant you humans can be. How foolish of me, to think you had _any_ pride! The mere _chance_ of victory is enough reason to turn yourself into an abomination? Pathetic", Kazama blurted out. Souji just grinned.

"Say what you want, I don't care. I don't expect anyone, especially you, to understand my reasons", Souji responded playfully with an angry edge, which made Kazama more hysterical.

"Ah ha ha ha ha! So you'll throw your life away for your worthless _reasons_?! Wonderful!", Kazama's eyes flared like sparks as his mouth cruelly smiled. Oh how Souji despised him so much... Souji's attacks became faster and he started to push Kazama back, but Kazama still deflected them with ease.

"That sword you carry no longer has any meaning! Today's world has no place for that samurai nonsense about pride and honor!", Kazama's gaze turned sharp like blades as he glared at Souji.

"Shut up!", Souji struck again, this time with hatred behind his swing. No one could ever understand his loyalties to Kondo, not even Kondo himself or Hijikata, who had been an important part of Souji's miserable life. He hated how Kazama could just talk shit about his reasons without comprehending them. Their battle had felt like hours were passing by instead of just minutes. Despite the clearness of the night, anyone could have sworn a thunderstorm was approaching by their clashing blades.

"Please! Stop!", Chizuru cried out from behind, but both men continued to brawl.

"Excellent! I was worried I might not enjoy myself, but it seems you'll provide enough of a challenge after all! No more babying you, then! Are you ready to die, you worthless-", but before Kazama had finished Amagiri stepped in from nowhere.

"Stop", his deep voice commanded.

"What are you doing here? Have you come to spoil my fun?", Kazama scowled at him.

"The Satsuma Domain requires yours presence. We must go", Amagiri stated.

"Mere _humans _dare to order _me_ around? If they want me, they may come get me", Kazama spat out venomously but it did not faze Amagiri.

"...Be that as it may, you should return. We can ill-afford a dispute with the Satsuma Domain now. You know that as well as I", Amagiri said calmly, but with a stern expression.

"Chh. Damn them...", Kazama grumbled angrily before he slammed his sword into its scabbard. His scorching eyes traveled back to Souji's intense ones.

"It seems that I don't have to put you down right now. I'll leave my wife in your hands for now", Kazama's smile was cruel.

"I'm sure you'll be utterly useless either way, but... Do try your best to keep her alive. Some day soon I'll be back for her, so until then, dog", and with that Kazama and Amagiri were gone. Keep her alive from what? Souji gritted his teeth.

"Hey! Come back here!", Souji shouted for them, but his cries faded along with the cool breeze that carried the sakura petals. After a silent moment, Souji returned back to his original form, feeling all of the sudden fatigued. It was a feeling that he knew all too well. _'No... It's supposed to be gone..._', Souji thought to himself in disbelief.

"Okita-san...", Chizuru mumbled, cutting Souji away from his mind. Souji turned around with inhuman speed and pinned Chizuru to the nearby sakura tree, taking her by surprise. Souji's gaze was harder than before.

"What did he do to you?", he demanded venomously while bringing his face close to hers. Chizuru looked back at him with an expression made out of shock and confusion.

"What do you mean-?", she started to ask, but Souji cut her off.

" '_What do you mean?!' _I'm talking about all the blood on your clothes! Did Kazama do this?!", he started to tug on her disheveled sleeves to prove his point.

"N-No, he didn't... He didn't do anything to me", Chizuru answered quietly.

"You must be joking, right?", Souji tried to force a grin. How could Kazama not take advantage of her? It was the perfect time for him to do so if he had wanted to.

"No, I'm not", Chizuru answered with more confidence. Souji's grin faded.

"Then _what_ happened?", Souji looked directly at her eyes, prying her to answer him.

"When me and Inoue-san were alone on our way home, several furies sneaked behind us and ambushed us. They were about to kill Inoue-san when I tried hitting them with my sword, but...they easily stopped me and started cutting me...", Chizuru's voice weakened as she explained her story. Souji let go of his hold on her and stepped back.

"Then what about Kazama?", Souji folded his arms as he asked her more calmly.

"He actually stepped in on time and killed the furies... Then the next thing I knew, I was sitting under this tree and woke up to him watching over me", Chizuru explained.

"Are you still sure he didn't do anything to you?", Souji asked with concern in his voice. He still doubted Kazama's innocence. Chizuru nodded in response. Then, Souji realized something.

"What about the furies? Were they _our _furies that attacked you?", Souji was on high alert. Chizuru's eyes widened.

"Yes! But I'm not quite sure how they got out... We were still pretty far away from headquarters when they found us", Chizuru recalled. Souji furrowed his brows. If the Rasetsu have broken out, everyone would have been alerted immediately before the furies could reach that far out of bounds. But why didn't anyone notice? It was then that Souji concluded that someone had purposely let them out...

* * *

><p><strong>It was a shorter chapter, but I hope that I was still able to make it dark and mysterious for you guys! Like I've said before, it will be hard for me to post future chapters soon (even though I give in to temptation and lose hours of sleep to write these). I can't really determine when the next chapter will be released, so stay tuned. Also, I really like writing chapters based off from your ideas, so you can still post them if you still want to, I plan to use more of them in the future. Anyways, I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter (please review and tell me what you think)! As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	14. Chapter 14

**Hey guys, how's your week been? Things are about to get more serious in the story, in terms of conflict within the Shinsengumi. Hopefully, you'll also get a better understanding of Souji's character in this chapter as well. I won't spoil anything else (plus I don't have anything else to say), so here's today's chapter. Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 14: Light's Shadow<p>

Souji did not want to ask further about what Kazama was doing with Chizuru. He did not want to know. As long as Chizuru was fine, then it did not matter. Souji's battle with Kazama was pointless. Even though Kazama was still working for the Satsuma clan, he really never had any reason to fight the Shinsengumi. Of course, Chizuru was a different issue. Kazama's pursuit for her had nothing to do with the Shinsengumi's business. So why were they still protecting her? Even that question did not bother Souji. If Kondo ordered him to guard her, Souji would never question it, just like any other order to kill. It was an ironic duty for him, though. The only thing Souji had known to do was kill, and only to kill. Protecting anything was not exactly his forte. In fact, it was more so true now that he had become a fury. Who knows when he will eventually go mad and start mindlessly killing others? Souji realized the impracticality of him watching over Chizuru. He did not want to put her in any more danger than she was already. After all, Souji remembered Kazama's words to him, '..._I never would've guessed a lowly human like you would lower himself into an abomination...'_. He was an abomination, a failed experiment to reach perfect strength, a monster, a fury...

The next evening was tense. Souji had to tell Kondo and Hijikata about the Rasetsu that attacked Inoue and Chizuru. After that, everyone was on high alert with each other. Although, people could already suspect who was responsible for last night's incident. The Water of Life had not cured Sannan-san's almost overwhelming insanity. He became obsessed with the Water of Life, claiming that he was improving it. However, Sen and Kimigiku had reported several cases of the Rasetsu's killing innocent civilians during the night patrol. It was now clear that Sannan-san had a role in all of the chaos. The worst part about it was that the Shinsengumi was dealing with all of this inner conflict when they were about to go to war.

After Souji ate breakfast, technically dinner considering his meals are reversed now, he stepped outside and gazed at the night sky. It was his daylight now. A quiet and lonely daylight. He missed laying out in the sun, letting the sun's rays warm his skin. It was all gone. The only thing he had now was the dark's cold embrace. A large hand patted his shoulder, almost startling Souji, but he immediately relaxed when he saw who it was.

"Hey, now! What are you doing out here, Souji?", Kondo asked warmly. Souji smiled.

"Nothing really, I was just tryin' to kill time", Souji responded, his grin never faded. Kondo's eyes widened for a moment.

"Ah! You're absolutely frozen!", he exclaimed, then he took off his own haori and placed it over Souji's shoulders.

"Really, I'm fine", Souji tried to insist lightly.

"I won't hear it!", Kondo rebutted. Souji just chuckled at him as he surrendered to Kondo's kindness. Souji could feel the distinguishing warmth of the haori seep through him.

"This has your smell on it", Souji noted warmly. He loved the scent. It was as warm as Kondo's heart. It reminded him of an August day, hot but with a small gentle breeze. It was perfect.

"Huh? D-Does it stink?", Kondo asked, slightly embarrassed as he took in the fabric's scent for any sign of foul odor. Souji just laughed at Kondo's unwittingness.

"What's so funny, Souji?", Kondo still did not understand what Souji had meant.

"Oh, nothing really. I just love that about you, Kondo-san", Souji snickered lightly while relishing the moment. Kondo just gave him a puzzled look.

"Love what? My stench?", Kondo asked, missing the point once again, which made Souji laugh more. It was moments like these with Kondo that Souji cherished the most. He loved and idolized the man like an older brother. Souji knew what it was like to have siblings, he did have two older sisters somewhere. However, Kondo's love and caring attitude towards Souji was strong, and it was what had saved Souji from the depths of despair a long time ago. For that, Souji was eternally grateful to him. Kondo was his world, his light. However, the brightest lights cast the darkest of shadows. Sadly, that was what Souji had been exactly.

"Kondo-san, you should get some rest, you'll be leaving early tomorrow morning", Hijikata approached them. His tone towards Kondo was different than it could ever be towards anyone else. He loved and respected Kondo with equal intensity to Souji's. However, Hijikata was not a shadow, despite his terrifying reputation. He was another source of light that burned just as brightly as Kondo's. They both shared the same dream and passion, they were inseparable, and that was what made Souji jealous of Hijikata. Souji was only a sword, he could never hope to have his own dreams. Neither had he wanted them anyway, there was no point to them. He was satisfied as long as he could kill for Kondo. It was his purpose, the only thing he had known. What saddened him was that Kondo viewed him as a virtuous man who could fight for his own dream, but Souji could never be like Kondo or Hijikata. So he had to force a smile and pretend, he could not hurt Kondo with the truth. Souji had accepted to become a sword, and now a fury, for the sake of what was important to him, and he had done so with a smile on his face...

"Yeah", Kondo turned to Hijikata and smiled.

"Don't overwork yourself, you hear me? I don't want to see you bedridden because you strained yourself ", Kondo patted Souji's shoulder once more before turning away to follow Hijikata back inside. He suddenly stopped and looked back at Souji.

"I'm glad your okay...Take care of yourself, I know you'll be fine while I'm gone", Kondo smiled one more time before disappearing inside. He did not know it at the time, but that would be the last time he would see or speak to Souji...

"Of course", Souji lied with a sad smile on his face to the empty sky...

With nothing else to do, Souji leisurely sat outside on the porch and began to read through Hijikata's Haiku book that he had stolen. Honestly, the oni lieutenant wrote the worst pile of words, it was not good enough to be considered literature. As Souji giddily read through, his eyes finally perked up when a figure walked towards him. It was Chizuru. She finally reached him with a cup of tea in her hand. Souji lifted a brow.

"Why are you still up this late?", Souji asked in a plain voice while closing the Haiku book and tucking it inside of his shirt. Chizuru gave him a small smile.

"I couldn't sleep so I thought I'd better spend my time bringing you tea", she replied softly, her voice was slightly strained. Souji noticed the dark circles under her eyelids, and her skin had paled to an unhealthy color. Souji sighed and reached up for the tea. After a moment, both of them said nothing. Souji hated their awkward silence.

"Chizuru-chan, is there a reason why you're still-?", he was going to ask her if she had anything else to do with him, but she interrupted him.

"How are you feeling, Okita-san?", she asked quietly. Souji gave her a strange look, as if that were the most obvious question he had heard.

"I'm fine, I guess-", he started to retort but she cut him off again.

"No... I mean about your...your illness?", she clarified. Souji studied her eyes. If he told her the truth, he was sure that she would start crying. He could not do that to her.

"I'm all better! It's gone now, so you don't have to worry", he lied to her with that same sideways smile that hid so much from the world... He did not want to receive anymore of her sympathy.

"I'm glad...", her eyes softened and she smiled back at him, but the expression faded quickly.

"We need to talk", he solemnly stated while looking down at his cup. He waited for Chizuru to say or do something, but she remained still.

"C'mon", he patted the floor next to him on the staircase encouraging her to sit there.

"Okay...", she complied quietly. She took a seat as far away from him as she could. Souji lifted his brow again.

"Why are you sitting so far away?", he asked her blatantly. Chizuru's eyes flew open in shock.

"Eh...But-", she began to come up with an excuse but Souji cut her off.

"It upsets me that you're sitting so far away from away me, like I'm contagious or something", his playful tone started to emerge again. If he was going to have a serious discussion, he figured he should wash off the tense air first.

"N-No, It's not like that!", she started to protest while moving closer next to him. However, she accidently overexerted herself passed her intended target, and her face ended being just inches away from Souji's. Her eyes widened and her cheeks started to flush pink with embarrassment.

"Ah...", she started to blurt out awkwardly. Souji gave her a small smile.

"Could it be that you were tryin' to avoid me?", he meant to tease her, but she took it more seriously.

"No... I just didn't know what to say...after all that's happened recently...", she looked down at her feet. Souji turned his eyes up to the dark blue sky.

"What happened after I blacked out? You know, with Kaoru?", he kept his tone light. He was wondering what had happened with that demented kid. He could barely remember his slick words, '_...For falling into my trap_'. Chizuru's gaze had not shifted.

"...It was his plan,...to turn you into a fury. He tricked you into drinking the Water of Life because...", she paused to swallow down a sob.

"...Because he wanted to see me suffer", she finally got out. _Why? _How would it make her suffer? Then Souji understood. Kaoru foolishly thought that the two of them were close, but... He did succeed in making her suffer. So the question was, why did she care for Souji? Souji could not understand it, but he knew she felt guilty. He knew that she thought it was her own fault that had cursed him. He did not want to pry in any further about Kaoru. He did not know why Kaoru hated his own twin sister, but it did not concern him.

"Listen,...don't blame yourself for what happened to me. It's _not_ your fault. After all, it was _my_ decision. I was the one who drank the Water of Life. You had nothing to do with it", his voice was light, but his words cut like daggers. He was right though. He drank the Water of Life to be able to fight again, Chizuru just so happened to be saved by him. Both of them sat there silently without looking at each other.

"Hey...", he started. He turned towards Chizuru with a serious stare. Her eyes tried to read his expression.

"You shouldn't get involved with a guy like me", his voice lost any trace of playfulness. He had said those similar words to her before, only this time, he was sure about it. He did not want to get involved with her if all he would be was a danger, or worse, driftwood. Chizuru's eyes lit up in shock.

"...What?", she began to question. The expression on Souji's face did not change.

"I won't be much help to you if I can't look for your father. I'm not just a fury; I'm dead. Nothing alive in here anymore", he continued. He was dead even before he had lost his humanity. Purposefully, he had left out the part about his returning illness. No, it was always there within him. It had never vanished.

"I'm no use to you anymore, right? So, you should...", he wanted to tell her to abandon him before she would waste anymore time and energy on him, but Chizuru's voice broke through his train of thought.

"No!", her voice was stern and sure. Souji blinked in surpise, completely stunned. He was utterly confused.

"Ah... Did I hear that correctly?", he tried to grin for being unsure of what she had meant. Chizuru fisted her hands.

"I said...No!", her voice rose again, as her eyes locked on to Souji's.

"I...I... Your being useful isn't the reason I want you by my side!", she burst out. Souji remained silent, completely stunned by her words. If she was not with him because she looked down on him or felt bad, then why had she been by his side this whole time? She must have realized her forwardness because her face started to flush red in embarrassment again.

"...Be by your side...?", Souji reflected while putting a hand on his chin to analyze. Then a mischievous grin appeared on his face.

"...Hmm", his humor started to return.

"N-No... You see...", she tried to excuse what she had just said while waving her hands in front of her.

"Hmm? Are you saying that's not right?", he teased. He loved how he could always tease her at any given moment. Chizuru looked down again to avoid his gaze.

"I can't abandon you... Not that I really understand it myself...", she tried to put her feelings into words. Souji grinned. The confusing emotions he had felt for her were the exact same ones Chizuru had felt for him. He finally stood up and took a step in front of her.

"You're a strange girl", he smiled as he looked back at her. Their eyes met once again.

"If you insist...then you can do what you like...", he told her softly.

"Yes! I'll do that!", she boasted in return, a smile of relief and joy finally formed on her lips. He smiled once more before turning away and heading towards the shrine to practice with his sword. He was not going to force Chizuru to do anything. If she wanted to stay with him, he would accept it. After all, if the Shinsengumi wanted to protect her, he would have to do his best to comply. The two of them have been through so many things together in just the short time of knowing each other. It would have been sad for both of them if they had fallen apart now. He just hoped that she did not get hurt because of her decision.

Souji let the darkness cloak him in as he descended farther away. The fury inside of him could see the world come alive at night. The noises of the dark were louder than usual. The crickets _triggered_ their legs for their night time song. Fireflies glowed like _sparks _to a_ musket_. Several bats _shot_ through like_ bullets_ in the air for their evening flight. An owl _swooped_ down from hiding and caught its prey, the mouse squeaked in _pain_. Souji stepped on a stray branch, that _banged _while it cracked, like the sound of a _gun_...

* * *

><p><strong>I hope you caught on to the foreshadowing at the end. I hope you guys liked this chapter, once again I didn't want to overwhelm you all. If there are any grammar or spelling mistakes, sorry (I'll edit it tomorrow if I have time). Next chapter, things will get intense again, so be prepared! It will probably be posted on Friday if I'm lucky. Please commentreview, I love reading what you all have to say, and thank you to the users who are following my story! As always, have an awesome day!**


	15. Chapter 15

**Hey guys! I know it's been some time since I've written anything, but this week and next week have been/will be the busiest time for me out of the whole entire year, so I apologize for the wait, but I also thank you guys for being patient and understanding (I love you all!). I'm not sure how long this chapter will be (long most likely), but it'll definitely be filled with intense moments. I apologize in advance if there are any grammar/spelling errors (I don't have the luxurious time to revise), but I'll go back and edit it when I can. Anyways, I hope you're enjoying the story, and as always, enjoy! (Note: If you haven't noticed, the narrator is biased according to Souji's perspective, so the content may not exactly reflect what the other characters think or feel. So just because the narrator states one thing, it doesn't necessarily make it true. Keep that in mind because you'll see a more biased side of Souji's story in this chapter)**

* * *

><p>Chapter 15: A Coward's Game Part I<p>

Souji groaned when his sleep was disturbed the next day by the sound of men outside his room. It was still to early for him to be awake, plus he needed to get some rest because tonight he would be stepping out of headquarters for the first time since he became a fury to join the Rasetsu Unit on the night watch. If he had to guess, the day was well off in the afternoon. He stood up and walked over towards his window to peek outside. Men from the First and Second divisions, led by Shinpachi, were beginning to march out of headquarters. Souji at first thought they were heading off towards the magistrate office, but that could not be right. The Shinsengumi were assigned to guard the magistrate office two days ago, but they should not have made this much movement. So if the men were not going to the magistrate office, then what were they doing? A terrible feeling emerged in Souji's gut. He knew that something bad had happened.

He rushed to put his clothes on, not caring if he looked disheveled. Quickly, he stepped out of his room to find more men gathering at the center of the courtyard. The sun was blinding and it weakened the fury inside of him, but he ignored the slight stinging pain. He hastily barged through some of the men to get to the center. Some recognized him and got out of the way, while Souji had to roughly push past others. Everyone gave him strange looks. Was it because he woke up at the wrong side of the bed? No, it was something entirely different. Their eyes lit up in a sort of fear and pity, which made Souji scowl. Something was terribly, terribly wrong. Finally, he reached the center to see Hijikata, Inoue, Shimada, and Chizuru conversing. They all had dreadful looks on their faces. Souji's scowl did not dissipate when he noticed a trail of blood on the dirt ground.

"...What's going on?", he interjected coldly. Their eyes flew up in surprise when they noticed him, before turning back into grim gazes. Chizuru's face was alarmed and mixed in with worry.

"O-Oh. Shouldn't you be sleeping?", she questioned him. Souji laughed at her attempt to get him distracted from all the commotion.

"With all this noise? Not even I sleep that deep", he tried to lighten up the tense air by squeezing in small joke.

"...Actually, I could ask you the same question", he kept his voice light, but deep within, he started to feel anguished.

"...Huh?", she was caught off guard.

"You're on the night shift, just like me. What're _you_ doing up?", he prayed is was not the same reason as his. Unlike him, Chizuru was not a fury, so she could still function well in broad daylight. He hoped that she had naturally woken up, for whatever the reason, just not for the situation going on now.

"Um, well...", she struggled to answer him and ultimately remained quiet. The horrible feeling in his gut became stronger. Her silence meant that the commotion was enough to wake her up as well. Judging by the sorrowful look on her face, Souji knew that the situation was not only bad, but it was serious.

"So? What happened?", he asked more seriously towards Hijikata. Souji knew Hijikata would answer him directly. With a serious look, Hijikata gazed at him, but with a glint of remorse in his eyes. Souji became on edge, the suspense was tearing him up internally.

"Kondo-san was shot", Hijikata stated bluntly while looking directly at Souji's eyes. His words echoed through Souji's brain.

"What?!", Souji's eyes flew up in shock. For a desperate moment, Souji wanted to believe it was some sort of cruel joke. However, he knew Hijikata well. Hijikata was not the kind of person who would ever joke. Dread, worry, anxiety, desperation, anger, sadness, and all other negative emotions had hit Souji all at once. He had almost lost it, but he was dangerously near the cut-off point.

"And?!" Is it serious?!", he demanded with panic, already his voice was raised. Hijikata averted his gaze now.

"...It didn't just graze him, if that's what you mean", his tone was still serious, but his voice lowered. Souji furrowed his brows. That bastard! How could he say such things so easily? Kondo, the man most precious to Souji and Hijikata, was shot; how could Hijikata speak so calmly about it? Souji was about to snap, to the point where he would let himself be overcome by his emotions and start to violently shake Hijikata, reprimanding him while hollering like a ferocious beast. Inoue must have sensed his agitation and figured out his intent so he put a hand in front of him to prevent him from lashing out.

"Calm down, Souji", Inoue said sternly. With a little more self-control, Souji folded his arms to stop himself from grabbing Hijikata.

"I am calm", he desperately tried to convince everyone else, even himself, but angst was clearly written on his face. He stepped back and inhaled deeply to calm himself. It took a moment, but he managed to compose himself before he looked back at everyone.

"Well?", he tried not to speak too much since he did not want all of his anger to burst out again. Shimada's face was calm, but his hands trembled.

"...He was attacked on the way back from Nijo Castle", Shimada began to explain. Now Souji remembered. That explained why Kondo bid him farewell just last night. He had left for Nijo Castle early in the morning for some war preparation stuff that Souji did not even bother to remember.

"They came out of nowhere", Shimada's eyes drifted to Kondo's still-wet blood on the ground. _'Who came out of nowhere?! Who did this to Kondo-san?! Who?! Who?! Who?!..._', Souji's mind was reeling with emotion. The untamed beast that always lingered within Souji was desperate to find those responsible. Desperate to kill.

"Bastards just about shot him off his horse. If he'd fallen off, I don't know if we'd have been able to... Anyway, they had us surrounded by the time we figured what was going on. We broke through, but it was a tough fight", Shimada concluded. A sense of relief washed through Souji. Kondo was alive, but his wound was critical. However, the men who did this to Kondo were still breathing, probably celebrating, which to Souji, was a huge problem. Besides that, another question still bothered Souji. How was Kondo shot in the first place?

"But how were those bastards able to shoot Kondo-san?! Didn't he have men to guard him?!", Souji's anger was starting to rise again, but he tried to keep it at bay. However, his eyes pierced Hijikata's.

"We, along with a member of Shinpachi's divison, were his only escorts", Inoue answered for Hijikata with a solemn expression. Any attempt to control Souji's anger diminished.

"You only sent three men with him?! What are you, insane?! You know how dangerous it is out there for him right now!", Souji snarled at Hijikata. How could Hijikata send him out there with only three guards? Hijikata was the Oni Lieutenant for a reason! He could make the impossible happen! So why could he not keep Kondo safe?! The world around them was about to be shattered apart by war! Sending Kondo, an important factor in this upcoming war, out there with only three men was basically a sign for any enemy to attack. Hijikata remained calm and composed, not at all looking threatened by Souji's tough and harsh words.

"Kondo-san was going to Nijo Castle for a war conference, as the Chief of the Shinsengumi. Some of the other people there were shogunate bigwigs. He couldn't show up with a bunch of guards", Hijikata explained, his tone never changed.

"...Some of the higher ups in the government aren't real fond of the Shinsengumi", Shimada added. Souji's jaw clenched almost automatically.

"And they might have gotten the wrong idea, is that what you're saying?", Souji's voice shifted dangerously low while his eyes pinned Hijikata with a nasty glare. Souji could care less about Kondo proving his bravery to the men of higher society, what mattered was that in doing so, Kondo was seriously injured. If it were up to Souji, he would make sure that Kondo was absolutely safe, even if it did cost him his image.

"So it's more important for us to look good than for Kondo-san to not get fucking shot?", Souji did not have to yell to sound menacing. His voice already had a deadly edge to it when he conveyed his message coldly to Hijikata. Hijikata's eyes narrowed in return.

"Didn't say that", Hijikata's tone matched Souji's. They were a keg ready to explode at one another. Chizuru stood back worryingly with anticipation, while Inoue and Shimada stepped in between the two forces to prevent further conflict.

"Souji, this isn't Toshi-san's fault. Isami-san only wanted to take us for his escort", Inoue defended calmly.

"So if you want to blame someone, we're it. It was our job to protect the chief, and we failed", Shimada almost pleaded. Souji could barely notice them. His glare was trained and focused on Hijikata. He could not blame either Inoue or Shimada, after all, it was Hijikata who called the shots.

"It's hard to protect somebody from a gunshot, Shimada-san. Not your fault. Hijikata-san put Kondo-san's life in danger when he let him go out with only three men", Souji stated blatantly, as if it were fact.

"Besides, I'm finding it a liiiiiiitle hard to believe that was really what Kondo-san wanted to do", Souji's voice gradually became louder again.

"Maybe someone talked him into it... Someone who's always trying to look good. Someone like...Hijikata-san?", Souji conveyed his inner thoughts out loud with a rude demeanor. Souji could not put the blame on Kondo, he was after all the victim. Blaming him would be futile.

"Souji!", Inoue scolded him, but that did not change his incentive. Hijikata's eyes drifted somewhere else away from Souji's foul glare.

"Kondo-san...", Hijikata started. He sighed before continuing in a composed manner.

"...didn't want to risk leaving the magistrate's office undefended just to cover his own tail. This place represents Yoshinobu's authority in Kyoto. He didn't want to take any chances with it", he explained. Finally, he met Souji's gaze again, this time there was a glint of guilt in his eyes.

"I let him do it. That was my mistake",Hijikata admitted. Souji relaxed his stance slightly, but his expression did not change.

"If he dies, it's your ass in the fire, Hijikata-san", his voice lowered again. He meant every word. He would personally see the deed done if Kondo died. Hijikata did not respond, as if he understood and accepted his possible fate.

Shortly after, Souji returned to his room, hoping he could at least get some sleep before he would have to go on his shift later. However, he was overcome with all of his earlier emotions so he could not possibly fall asleep, despite the sun's effect on him and his tuberculosis. When he was about to leave he asked Yamazaki about Kondo's condition. It had worsened. He developed a fever which consequentially submitted him into a deep coma. Tonight would decide whether he lives or dies. Souji tried to stay calm, but fear constantly haunted him. He would not accept Kondo dying. If he died, then so would Souji's existence, but not before Souji hunted down all of Kondo's enemies, including Hijikata...

Before the sun had set, Shinpachi returned home along with the rest of his men. From what Souji had heard, they did not find any leads on the men who ambushed Kondo, but they did recover the body of the third man who had been guarding Kondo. However, that did not ease Souji the slightest. The culprits were still lingering in this world, which obviously agitated him. It was then that Souji knew what he would do next, what he had always known and done before...

Finally, nightfall came. Chizuru stuck to Souji's side when they reached their post. He purposefully composed himself, not wanting her to suspect of his plan. He had to play it calmly, as if nothing had happened. They managed a casual conversation, but eventually, it centered upon Kondo.

"Kondo-san's got the worst luck, huh...", Souji's tone was its normal playful vibe, he tried to forcefully joke about the whole dilemma. He grinned at Chizuru, who had an unsure look to her face, but she went along with the conversation.

"...Well, I have heard it's really hard to hit someone with a gun", she added.

"Yeah, you can't hit shit from more than a couple yards away", he further joked. Chizuru did not respond, probably unsure what to make of Souji's attitude. But she did not say anything about it, which meant she at least somewhat bought his act. Over the years of Souji's life, he had developed himself into becoming the perferct liar. This situation was no exception to his talent. However, he did not want to take his chances with her.

"Oh yeah... I gotta go talk to Heisuke-kun about something. Think you could just wait here?", his tone was so natural that it had led Chizuru to easily believe in his lie.

"...Of course", she nodded.

"Thanks Chizuru-chan. I'm leaving you in charge here, all right?", he graciously thanked her, of course, she did not know that she was being thanked for buying his lie. He turned without looking back and walked towards the back of the compound where they were at. As soon as he knew that he was out of her sight, he ran.

Stealthily, he left the compound and descended towards the streets of Kyoto. At this late hour, no one was out on streets, much to Souji's advantage. His eyes scanned every alley he passed for any sign of the culprits. Eventually, he reached the outskirts. Still there was no trace of anyone in particular that Souji had in mind. Despite not finding anyone or anything, he could not give up. Just then, as if some higher power granted his wish, several men stepped out from the corner of an alley. By the way they were dressed, Souji could tell they part of the Satsuma clan. They stepped closer towards him and observed him carefully.

"Look what we've got here? If it isn't one of those pretend samurai", one of them tried to provoke.

"What do they call themselves? ...Oh that's right, he must be one those Shinsengumi, after all, he's got that stupid haori to prove it", another man sarcastically mentioned. Normally, the insult would not have bothered Souji, but they found him when he was already in a foul mood. If they insulted the Shinsengumi, then they were also insulting Kondo. Souji grinned at the men maliciously.

"Unfortunately, I'm in no mood to humor you. So I'll get straight to the point. Were you the guys who shot Kondo-san?", his tone was playful but with that same dangerous edge to it. The men looked disappointed, considering that Souji stole their thunder.

"So what if we did? What are you gonna do about it?", one of the men taunted. Souji drew his sword, his smile never faded.

"Well that's easy, I'll just kill you all", Souji stated his threat so casually that it was obviously disturbing. The men suddenly looked alarmed and insulted.

"Idiot! Do you really think you've got a chance of winning against _all_ of us?! I'll wipe that cocky-ass grin off your face!", a man pulled out his sword.

"Care to test that theory out?", Souji taunted back. The man charged up to Souji, but in one swift motion, Souji decapitated him. Blood splattered in all directions. The other men's eyes widened in fear and disbelief.

"Don't tell me that's all you've got? Didn't you say that I had no change of winning against _all_ of you?", Souji retorted with their own words.

"Bastard!", another man yelled while the rest of them drew their swords.

"Kill him!", the man commanded and the men charged towards their own doom. Souji grinned as he easily stained his sword with their blood. The battle only lasted for several seconds, but Souji relished every moment while laughing cynically. He sliced through throats, and livers, and kidneys, and heads, and hearts. The men wailed and moaned in pain as they fell. Some were dead before they had hit the ground. It was a bloodbath. A massacre. Warm red liquid splattered all over Souji, almost driving the fury inside of him mad. However, he convinced himself that their blood was not worth drinking. The view of their tattered, bloody corpses was satisfying enough. Yes, this is what Souji lived for! It was his destiny, his calling! He was brought into this world for one reason: to kill for Kondo. One of the men stood away from Souji while cowering on ground in fear and awe. The smile never dissipated from Souji's face. He slowly walked towards the man, like a tiger would to an injured stag. The man tried to move back, but he was trembling too much that he could not bring himself to move. Finally, Souji stood in front him, looking down at him with predatory eyes.

"My, my, what's wrong? I thought you said you were going to wipe off my cocky-ass grin off my face?", Souji mocked softly. The man did nothing.

"Well, what are you waiting for? I'm standing right in front you, completely open... Could it be that you chickened out?", Souji ruthlessly toyed with him. Oh, if anyone could see the look on the man's face! Souji wanted to cry tears of joy! The man had tears of despair in his eyes as he struggled to speak.

"P-Please...I'm begging you... Don't kill me!", the man sobbed out. Souji chuckled. At his response, the man went insane.

"Please, No! Oh Gods! For the love of all that's good! I have a family that needs me!", the man cried out in desperation. The grin on Souji's face disappeared.

"Well in that case, I'll be sure to give them your regards", he stated flatly, then he lifted his sword. He was an instant away from swinging his sword downwards, when a voice stopped him.

"Stop! Okita-san!", Chizuru yelled out of nowhere and placed herself protectively in between Souji and the man. Souji narrowed his eyes at her.

"Move", he commanded coldly. Chizuru furrowed her brows and stood her ground, despite the bead of sweat trailing down her face.

"No!", she persisted while bravely meeting his gaze. Souji's glare intensified.

"I'll kill you if you get in my way", his voice was cold and deadly. He had said those words to her so many times before in the past, but now, he was sure he would actually follow up on his threat. Still, she refused to move.

"There's more to you than this", her voice was stern, but she was not scolding him. He had heard others say those words to him before in the past, there was no way that would prevent him.

"Why? 'Because it's not what Kondo-san would want from me?' I already know that!", Souji hissed at her.

"No... That's not why at all... It's because I believe- I _know_ you'll do what's right", her eyes pierced Souji's. Souji stood motionless in front of her, completely stunned. He did not understand her. She has seen him at his all-time lows: the Souji who lied, the Souji who thought nothing of himself except as a weapon, the Souji who was a monster, the Souji who killed... Why did she have such high faith in him? Why did she see something in him that he could not? He could not understand her. No one expected Souji to stop killing, not even Kondo after some getting used to. So why did he stop now?

Heisuke ran in shortly after and caught the still-unmoving man from the ground. However, Souji no longer paid any attention to them. His eyes were focused on Chizuru the whole time.

"Why?...Why do you care?", his voice softened, but their was a wistful glint in his eyes. No one, except for Kondo, had ever given a damn about him. He was solitary, and no matter how much he craved attention, he never expected to receive it.

"Because you're important to me", her voice softened as well. Souji expected her to avert her eyes or blush furiously, but she never did. Chizuru looked at him with such seriousness and intensity. For a moment, the two of them said nothing.

"...You really are a strange girl...", Souji smiled at her weakly. An expression of joy spread across her face as she breathed out a sigh of relief while small tears welled up in her eyes. The slight rays of sunshine started to illuminate the sky in the east.

"Let's go home", he smiled warmly one last time at her before starting on his trail back home. Chizuru happily followed behind. However, they both never realized the stalking figure that lurked in the shadow's away from the rising daylight. The conflict was just beginning...

* * *

><p><strong>I wanted to write more along with this chapter, but then I would overdo it, so I ended up splitting this chapter into two parts. So the next update will be: Chapter 16: A Coward's Game Part II. As to when it will be posted, I have no idea. I'm so busy that I end up writing these chapters in the middle of the night. I'll try to write it over the weekend, but there are no guarantees. If not this weekend, then definitely by Friday next week. If there are mistakes in the text, I'll edit it when I have time. Anyways, thank you once again for being so patient, I hope this chapter was enough of a reward. Please reviewcomment what you thought of this chapter, and as always, have an awesome day!**


	16. Chapter 16

**Hey guys! I've been so busy recently that I almost had a meltdown. My time here is like as stress reliever, and it's the one thing in my life right now that I can take my time with. Honestly, this story does require time and thought, so thank you for being patient with me. I know I repeat myself a lot, but I really do appreciate your patience (it's a virtue after all). This chapter will pick off from where I had left off before, so this chapter will be intense again (it'll be the last part, so don't worry about it extending into part III). I'm not sure how long this chapter may end up being (shorter this time maybe), but regardless, I'll do my best to portray this chapter well enough. If there are in mistakes, I'll go back and fix the text later; so for now, please bear with me. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 16: A Coward's Game Part II<p>

After returning home, no one dared to scold Souji, not even Hijikata. Everyone probably thought that Souji needed space. For once, he was thankful to be alone in his room. He craved sleep while his tuberculosis was catching up to him. He was not sure how he would face everyone, especially Kondo, about his rendezvous with the Satsuma pricks. Hijikata questioned the one survivor from last night, but it had turned out that his band was not responsible for shooting Kondo, even though they were thankful to the culprits who did. Therefore, no one could technically blame Souji for slaughtering them. The day passed quickly while Souji slept. After he woke up, he was informed that Kondo had survived through the night. However, his wounds were still critical so he had to travel to see Doctor Matsumoto. Nevertheless, Souji was glad that Kondo would eventually recover. But still, the men who shot him were still out there somewhere, so Souji could not relax just yet. While Kondo was away, Hijikata would be acting as the leader of the Shinsengumi.

Souji was assigned, along with Chizuru, Heisuke, and Sannan-san, to guard the magistrate office at night. Souji tried to relax himself, he did not want to lose his sanity like he had the night before. When he was at his post with Chizuru, they talked warmly to each other, while Heisuke and Sannan-san stood nearby. Her words to him from last night had a pronounced effect on him. Even if the good that she saw in Souji was an illusion, he still appreciated the idea that he was thought as a good man, despite all of the horrible traits she had witnessed. He had enjoyed her company before, but now, he saw Chizuru with a new sense of respect. She became precious to him, perhaps not as special as Kondo yet, but she was important to him as well, which was something hardly _anyone_ could do. As they stood watch, their conversation drifted towards Kondo.

"Okita-san... How's Kondo-san doing?", Chizuru asked him. If she did not know by now already then she must have slept through the entire day.

"He's gone to visit Doctor Matsumoto in Osaka", Souji answered in a stoic tone.

"Doctor Matsumoto?", she questioned in surprise, to which Souji nodded. Her face shifted into a slightly worried expression.

"Are you worried?", Chizuru asked softly. Souji smiled at her.

"I'm glad he's taking care of it. He's kind of a weird guy, but he's a good doctor", Souji referred to Matsumoto and giggled, which made Chizuru look at him strangely. He thought it was funny for Matsumoto to be strict and overprotective towards his patients -after all, Souji was one of them, so he would know-, but he figured that it was what made Matsumoto a worthy doctor. He was sure that Matsumoto would help Kondo get back to his feet. After a quiet, but relaxing moment, Chizuru spoke up.

"...I hope things'll be peaceful tonight", she wished out loud. Before Souji could elaborate, the thundering sound of a gunshot broke through the still night. It provoked Souji, making his jaw clench in loathing. It had to be the culprits. Who else would have teased the air with their guns? A deadly glare took form on Souji's face. Alarmed, Chizuru started to step towards him.

"Okita-san, no!", Chizuru pleaded, already knowing what Souji was planning to do. However, more gunshots sounded off repeatedly. It was obviously a taunt, a challenge to Souji. He knew that it could have been a trap, but he was not going to allow those bastards get away. Souji's brows furrowed, but his eyes were tinted with guilt when he gazed at Chizuru. He knew she had high expectations from him, and he did want to cause her the same worry from yesterday. However, he had made up his mind.

"...Sorry", he apologized to Chizuru sincerely before dashing past her and disappearing within the streets of Kyoto.

"Okita-san!", Chizuru called after him desperately.

"Souji, wait!", Souji could hear Heisuke call out from a distance, but it was too late. Souji was already far ahead and heading towards the direction where the cruel sounds of the gunshots came from. Since he began rummaging through Kyoto, the night had silenced eerily; however, Souji's perception skills were keen, his ears could easily pick up on the trail where the vibrant banging of bullets have silenced. His instincts drove him, and he finally approached a dark and narrow alley. Then, he rapidly focused his hungry eyes on the small figure that stood in front of him. When Souji got closer, he immediately recognized who it was. He put a hand on the hilt of his sword in response.

"It's definitely a pleasure to see you again, Okita Souji-san", Kaoru's eyes were warm, but his smile was cynical. Souji stepped closer towards him and returned the same deadly grin.

"Gotta admit, I wasn't expecting to see you here", Souji chimed playfully, the dangerous edge was already apparent in his tone. Their meeting was not a coincidence. Judging by the look on Koaru's face, Souji was sure he had some involvement with the assault on Kondo. He hardened his face into a menacing glare and unsheathed his sword formidably. The blade reflected a ghastly light that urged for blood.

"Okita-san!", Souji could hear Chizuru running in from behind, but he focused his cold stare at Kaoru. He wished Chizuru would not have followed him, but then again, he should not have ran off on his own, so he could not possibly judge her for worrying about him. Still, he could not ignore that Kondo's potential murderer was standing just a few yards away.

"Did you shoot Kondo-san?", he got straight to the point. Chizuru finally caught up to him and her eyes widened when she noticed her devious twin.

"Koaru-san!", she exclaimed in surprise. The cruel smile on Kaoru's face faded immediately and his expression turned into a hard glare that was directed at Chizuru.

"Even though we're siblings, the last time you saw me you called me your enemy. And yet I'm still 'Kaoru-san' to you? Not 'You', or 'Bastard' or 'Monster'?", his voice had lost its cruel warmth, instead it turned darker and colder.

"So patronizing... I can't stand you", he sneered at Chizuru in a low voice. Nervously, Chizuru bit her lip, probably not sure how to respond to Kaoru's remark. Souji's eyes narrowed even further in annoyance. Although he could agree with Kaoru about how Chizuru should view him as a villain, he on the other hand would not hold back on anyone who defied Kondo. He did not care that Kaoru was Chizuru's brother. Anyone: friend or foe, young or old, man or woman, human or oni, who stood in Kondo's way would suffer a tortuous and gruesome end.

"Answer my question", he demanded coldly, already ticked off that Kaoru had ignored him. The wicked expression returned to Kaoru's face when he turned towards Souji.

"You're accusing me without evidence? Humans are so...", he trailed off before a harsh laugh escaped him, perhaps he was indulging on his inner insults. Whatever opinion Kaoru had for him, Souji could not care less. Neither had Kaoru obtained any sort of right to blatantly insult humans. Being an oni was no sort of a privilege, especially in Kaoru's case when he threatened to hurt one of his own, his sister, his blood.

"Ah yes, I think I do remember... I ran into some men from the Guardians of the Imperial Tomb", Kaoru sarcastically recalled. Was he referring to the Imperial Guard? The Shinsengumi had killed most of them the day they had assassinated Itou; however, a few members had escaped. Souji scowled. Even after his death, Itou was still a nuisance.

"They wanted to avenge Itou. You remember him? The man you deceived and murdered?", Kaoru continued. It was more like the other way around. Itou was the one trying to deceive the Shinsengumi and murder Kondo. If it were not for Saito, the Shinsengumi would have met their doom earlier.

"Unfortunately, they didn't have the courage to attack the magistrate's office. I...may have suggested they wait on a particular road, on a particular day", Kaoru spoke lightly. Souji's eyes narrowed with rage while his heart rate increased. He never liked Kaoru to begin with, but now, he hated him more than the lowliest of scoundrels that walked the earth, including himself, with outmost passion.

"Then...you-!", Chizuru put the pieces of the puzzle together, but Kaoru cut her off.

"Oh, don't misunderstand. I didn't mean for him to be _hurt_", his smile was derisive.

"I just never thought the chief of the Shinsengumi would be such an idiot! Only three guards? Why, he was practically asking to be shot!", Kaoru criticized rudely while his split grin never faded. Souji's face cringed into a snarl. His body immediately tensed, he was a second away from transforming into his fury state and launching himself towards Kaoru. However, Kaoru snapped his fingers and from the darkest shadows of the alley, several men appeared at command. Slightly stunned, Souji suddenly stopped and took note that all the men were armed with guns.

"What?!", Chizuru exclaimed in surprise while nervously snaking her hand to her sword. Kaoru used the open opportunity to distance himself from Souji and Chizuru, leaving them both at the center as bait to a school of sharks. Regardless, Souji was determined to annihilate them all. Despite how badly the situation and odds seemed, it did not threaten Souji at all. He knew from the start that he could have possibly run into an ambush. But Souji was a fury now, he could survive any injury so long as it was not directed to a vital organ. Even if the gunmen had perfect aim, Souji was confident enough that he could dodge all of their bullets with ease, and he could destroy all of the rapscallions in less than a minute with one swing of his sword.

"...That's a pretty obvious trap", the cruel teasing tone returned to Souji's voice.

"Oh, somebody's just sour grapes", Kaoru childishly retorted. Both monsters gazed at each other with the same cynical and deadly grins.

"Still, you_ are_ Okita Souji of the Shinsengumi. I don't think we can shoot you quite as easily", a small amount of disappointment was etched onto Kaoru's face.

"Your tone's kinda pissing me off, kid", Souji still managed to keep his voice light and playful. If Kaoru knew that he could not easily shoot Souji, then what was he planning? The grin dissipated from Souji's face.

"If you got something to say, how about you just say it?", Souji asked seriously, but it sounded more like a rude demand instead of a suggestion. Kaoru's smile grew wider, and it seemed as though he was trying to hold back a laugh.

"Oh, I wasn't talking to you", Kaoru responded before chuckling. He then glanced at the men who had surrounded Souji and Chizuru.

"I was just suggesting that these fine gentlemen shoot the weaker target first", he clarified eloquently. While he was speaking, the men had pointed all of their guns directly at Chizuru. She gasped in sudden realization and fright. Blood burning with hatred surged through Souji's veins. The menacing, cold, and deadly glare formed on his face once more when he turned his attention back to Kaoru.

"...Coward", Souji's voice had lowered to a lethal edge. Now Souji had more than one reason to hate the snobby kid. The boy had no decency or dignity to confront Souji head-on or honorably. Targeting a woman was the most shameful and disgraceful form of victory that only a coward would conduct. The twisted smile had fallen off from Kaoru's mouth.

"Call me what you want", he replied with a stoic, emotionless expression. With a small nod of his head, the sound of bursting gunpowder echoed through the alley. Without a moment to spare, Souji moved in front of Chizuru. All of the sudden, he was blasted with an unrecognizable surge of pang. The air from his lungs escaped harshly with a cacophonous sound of pain. He had taken all of the bullets. Large splotches of dark wet blood stained his skin and started to drench his clothes while it poured onto the dirt road. He weakly grabbed his shoulder where one of the bullets had landed. The crimson liquid trickled down his hand. His legs were about ready to buckle, but he desperately tried to stay firm.

"...You hurt?", he asked gently, but his voice was weakening. He gazed at Chizuru, who now stood next to him with immense eyes.

"No! No, I'm fine!", she answered with a panicky voice and expression. She was perfectly unscathed.

"Good...", a small sense of relief washed through Souji, but the pain was rapidly consuming his body. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced in his whole entire life. It was indescribable, the only thing Souji knew for sure was that it was the worst kind of physical pain his body had ever encountered. Despite his strong will that resisted, his body thought differently when it wavered. His body all at once weighed more than tons and it suddenly collapsed hard on the ground. He tried to remain conscious, but his eyes had automatically shut, and he could not force them open.

"Okita-san! Okita-san! Okitaaaa-saaan!", Souji could scarcely hear Chizuru yelling at him hysterically. He could barely feel Chizuru grabbing him desperately, compared to the agonizing pain that had immersed him. However, he could feel the faint and small wet texture of tears falling onto his face.

"It's _not_ okay! It's not _okay at all_!", her voice began to fade within Souji's head. It was difficult for him to breathe; for each breath he drew in, a low, but pained groan escaped from deep within his chest.

"I...I...!", her voice was heartbreaking as it broke while she tried to speak within sobs.

"If _you get_ hurt, that makes_ me sad too_!", her voice was losing its definition when Souji could no longer clearly process what she was saying. She clutched onto his body and drew it closer to hers while she endlessly called out his name. His senses where fogging briskly while his brain was shutting down. The last thing he could recall hearing was the echoing of his name being called repeatedly and the soft, but wicked laughter from the oni who stood several yards away. His consciousness surrendered into a dark and fitful sleep. Then, a hazy glimpse from his past was restored and began playing through his head...

* * *

><p><strong>Finally done with this chapter! "A Coward's Game" has officially concluded. I can promise you that the next chapter will be intriguing and long (I might have to split it up into parts again), but I'll do my best to make it worth reading. I tried my best to keep up with my promise that I made last week, so once again, thank you for patiently waiting for this chapter. Finally, my schedule seems to have calmed down a bit, and I'm so happy and glad my everyday life is no longer as stressful as it was just this past week. I'll still be busy from time to time, but I'll try with my best effort to post a chapter at least once a week. Please reviewcomment to tell me what you thought of this chapter, and as always, have an awesome day!**


	17. Chapter 17

**Hello (sorry for the unusual delay- it's a story too long to explain)! I've been soooo excited to write this chapter. The purpose of this chapter is to analyze and explain the crafting of Souji's character. Besides "Hakuouki", one of my inspirations for this chapter is John Gardner's novel, ****_Grendel _****(It might be tedious and depressing to read, but the theme is important. It also highlights the ins and outs of existentialism, nihilism, and metaphysics [note: I don't believe any of these philosophies]. I do recommend reading it, but you need to read about****_ Beowulf_**** first in order to understand the origin of Grendel's character and world. If you're not planning to read it, I would just read sparknotes if you're curious). Anyway, thank you all for your awesome reviews and for following this story! Sorry if there are any mistakes in the text, I'll go back and fix it later when I have time. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 17: Forging of a Sword Part I<p>

Deep within the darkest depths of a comatose, and close to the gates of hell, Souji's mind was transported to a seemingly eternal sleep. It was not a dream, nor was it a nightmare. It was reality playing back. They were the years of Souji's life that he would rather forget, but they would also be imprinted within, never to escape. He did not have the strength to wake up. Almost forcibly, he succumbed to the void...

_...The spring of innocence was young and fruitful. It was any child's dream. Comfort, love, and protection were the only ailments the samurai's son knew and needed. He longed for nothing more, despite the poor life his family had lived. But the boy was as white as a canvas. Eventually, the thundering, tainting, and chaotic storms of reality opened his eyes to the darkness. The clashing lightning drew the peaceful spring to an abrupt end, taking Souji's parents along with it. Back then, he was only the young and naïve age of seven. He cried as many tears as the guilty rain. No longer would he rest under his mother's soothing embrace. Nor would he be able to make his strong father proud. His perfect shelter was gone, along with a piece of his heart. But even under the darkest clouds, he still had Mitsu and Kin. _

_Life only got more complex after his parents' death. With barely enough money to keep their stomachs full, Souji and his elder sisters were forced to leave their sanctuary. Their hometown of Edo was a small village. The commoners were usually kind folk, but most of the countryside citizens were scurrying for any scraps of wealth they could find. No one could provide for Souji's family, neither should they have done so. Mitsu and Kin were young, but grown women. Society expected them to make their own living. For almost two years, that was how the Okita family lived. Souji had to constantly stay in their little shack that they called "home" because no one could watch over him while his sisters worked all day. Mitsu and Kin had it just as rough. They constantly had to work various shifts, all of which had an extremely low income. But despite all of their struggles, the siblings had each other for comfort. Even if there was a large whole inside his small chest, a flicker of hope remained inside of Souji. He prayed that times would get better, and that he would always have his sisters by his side. However, the storm returned..._

_By the time Souji was nine, his family was being torn apart. Mitsu had obediently accepted the cruel state of reality they were living, but Kin thought otherwise. Kin grew mad each and every passing day. She cursed the heavens for the hell she was living. Tears of despair turned to tears of anguish and anger. Souji could not exactly understand why she was behaving this way at first, after all, he was still only a child. But then he finally understood when Kin never returned home one day. At first, Mitsu and Souji thought she was working a late shift, but she failed to return back the next morning. Mitsu spent the entire day looking for her while Souji waited at home for any sign of his missing sister. He desperately clung onto any hope he had left. He prayed that she was still alive, but when Mitsu returned, he was not sure if it was better for Kin to be dead or not. It was raining that night. Mitsu slid open door, she was completely soaked. Souji ran up to her, hoping that Kin would enter through the door shortly after. But there was no one behind Mitsu. Souji looked up at his sister for an explanation, but her face was blank. Emotionless. She tried to smile when she patted her little brother's head, but her usually warm brown eyes were stale._

_"Everything's fine, Souji... Kin... just met someone along the way... and got married", it was apparent that she was forcing herself to sound light-hearted. Got married? Why had Kin not told them of this? So many questions were reeling through Souji's head, but he could only word out one._

_"Onee-chan, when will we see her again?", the question was innocent. The smile faded from Mitsu's face, and she turned around and started to walk towards the back of the shack. Her back faced Souji._

_"Soon..., Souji... Soon...", Mitsu answered before she vanished. However, soon turned to one day, one day turned to maybe, and maybe turned to never. Souji's heart ached with pain after realizing that Kin would never return home. Mitsu hardly displayed any emotion, although she probably did so to be strong for Souji. But deep down, Souji knew that she was suffering just as much. They both tried to hide their grief with weak smiles. When Souji was alone, he would often get lost in thought. 'Why are bad things happening to us?', was the common question he thought before curling into a ball and crying silently..._

_During the month after Kin's absence, the situation worsened for Mitsu and Souji. Without the double income that the Okita family once had, Mitsu and Souji were basically scrambling for crumbs. Mitsu doubled her work load, often leaving Souji behind for a few days. He desperately prayed that Mitsu would always return home, unlike Kin, who had abandoned him. To his relief, Mitsu did always come home, but every day she looked weaker and tired. They were both lucky if they had two meals a day; however, that never changed the worsening condition they were in. Mitsu ended up working as a sort of geiko at some brothel. At the time, Souji did not understand what it all meant until a foul looking man followed Mitsu back home. His face was an ugly shade pink, and he smelled wretched like alcohol. The man grabbed Mitsu's arm just as she slid open the front door. He inched closer towards her, and she pleaded for him to let go. Without thinking, Souji tried to tackle him, but he was so small compared to the bulky stranger. The man cursed and harshly kicked Souji to the wall. Mitsu screamed and cried in desperation, but the man slapped her, knocking her cold towards the ground. Souji could scarcely see the man with a sinister grin starting to crouch behind Mitsu's limp body. He wanted to scream for the man to stop, but he was utterly weak and helpless. In no way could he protect his sister. But as if an angel had heard his prayers, several men barged through and pushed the man away from Mitsu. After the men dragged the drunken bastard away, Mitsu went to treat Souji's huge bruise. It hurt of course, but Souji could not tell what was worse: the bruise, or the shame he felt for his vulnerability and helplessness. That night, Mitsu held him closely with tenderly love._

_"I promise this will all be over soon...", she spoke softly while caressing his long hair. There was something wistful about her voice. Souji did not respond. 'You always say that... Soon...', he thought to himself. Drained of energy, he fell asleep in his sister's arms. It was then that he figured that his tormented hell would never end._

_Several days later, Mitsu sat Souji down. She explained to him that he was no longer a child, and that he had to understand the reality of their situation. She went on to explain that if they stayed together, he would starve to death. In addition, she agreed to marry someone by the name of Inoue Rintarou, so she would no longer have the right to look after Souji. All in all, she could no longer care for him. After running through their situation, she announced that he would be staying at the Shieikan, a small dojo run by the Kondo family, and they would look after him. She patted his head and kissed his forehead, telling him that she loved him dearly and that she would miss him. However, Souji's face remained emotionless, but his heart was being twisted in two. Early the next morning, Mitsu woke Souji up and led him towards the Shieikan. Finally, they reached the entrance to find two men standing there. They smiled warmly when the siblings stepped in front of them._

_"Good morning, Mitsu-san!", one of the men boasted warmly._

_"It's nice to see you too, Kondo-san, Shuusai-sensei", Mitsu replied softly. Kondo's attention shifted to Souji, his big smile never faded._

_"So this must be your adorable little brother, Souji, right?", Kondo asked. Souji did not answer and looked at him with a stoic expression. Mitsu shot him a dirty look, before responding for him. After the introductions and some small talk, Mitsu placed a hand on Souji's head, forcing him to bow along with her. He stifled a groan._

_"Please... take care of me", Souji almost grumbled, but he did not want his sister to shoot him another glare._

_"Well, we'll be happy to have you here", Kondo responded kindly. After saying their final goodbye, Mitsu started to walk off on the dirt road towards the horizon where the sun was rising. Souji watched her part away the whole time. Mitsu stopped halfway to gaze at her beloved little brother once more. She smiled the same small smile that Souji knew all too well at that point. With a small wave and a nod, Mitsu turned around and proceeded to her own separate path. The sun of better days was supposedly rising, but Souji's innocence vanished at the horizon, along with his beloved older sister..._

_The conditions that Souji was under were fairer than they were with his sisters. But while it was a slight improvement, it was also a living hell. It was worse for him than it was with his sisters. The young boy yearned for his sisters and parents. He would stand outside every evening at the entrance and gaze out onto the yonder for any sign of Mitsu. But she never came back. After some time, it was hard for him to forgive Mitsu for dropping him off at the dojo for his own good, leaving him to get constantly pitied on by others. It was hard for him to forgive Kin for abandoning him to live her own life, away from poverty. It was hard for him to forgive his parents for dying out of accident, leaving him alone to suffer the through the harshness of reality. The world progressively became darker and colder..._

_Souji stayed at the Shieikan as a live-in student, but he was treated more like a servant. Everyday, he continuously completed chores: polishing the floors, plucking weeds from the grass, washing the dishes, etc. Throughout the months, the older and more experienced students would beat him ruthlessly with the pretext that they were practicing. Despite all of the abuse, Souji did nothing. He no longer shed tears or pitied himself. At first, he would avoid eating around them, sometimes starving himself if he had to. Eventually though, he outgrew his fear and faced the older students. They would beat him, but Souji no longer cared. Some adults took notice, but they never did anything. No one had the morality to defend Souji, but they had the nerve to pity him. 'That pitiable child', was all that was echoed about Souji. Souji scowled at their remarks, but suddenly, he had an epiphany. He suddenly understood the functions and meaning behind everything that surrounded him. It was reality. The true nature of life. The events of his past were never a stroke of bad luck or misfortune. It simply happened, there was no meaning behind it. He concluded that the world was brutal and merciless to the unfortunate because it was the natural order. The reason why the older boys beat him up was because humans were selfish creatures that bully the weak for no reason. It was natural for Souji to get beaten because no one would stick up for him. In reality, humans are no different than animals, each individual will look only after itself. The world and the creatures within it were tediously mechanical. Souji himself was no exception. The question "why?" became pointless and idiotic. Despite his acceptance for the cruel world, Souji could not easily be content with it. He cursed every living thing, and the seeds of hatred began to take form._

_The first time Souji held a wooden practice sword was monumental. To others it was a mere wooden practice sword, but to Souji it was different. He gripped it tightly, holding it as if it were a weapon that could kill. Since then, or even before, Souji refused to be a victim. The weak die off quickly in this world, the strong are the only victors. Souji only had two options: to kill, or be killed. It was that moment that Souji decided to get strong, not so he could defend himself, or punish those who did him wrong, he could not care less what they tried to do with him anymore. He would become strong to destroy the world he cursed and hated. Souji did not care if his chosen path would lead him towards the shadows, he would become a mindless monster if that was what it would come down to._

_One day while Souji got his tray of food, the students bumped into him. They laughed and teased him rudely, but Souji just ignored them. He would not cry like other children, he refused to let the older students have their satisfaction. Offended, the students knocked down his tray, spoiling his entire meal._

_ "Oops. I slipped. Excuse me for knocking over your meal. Well, it's your fault for being so slow anyway", a pupil stated sarcastically._

_"Too bad there's no more left 'cause we ate the rest. We have nothing more to waste on a useless freeloader. Why don't you eat those off the floor? Aren't you hungry?", another student teased rudely. Although it was annoying to listen to them, Souji had little choice, he would have to solve his problem with hunger by making some sacrifices. Souji knelt down beside the spoiled food. With his hands, he grabbed the barley and rice from the floor and he started to eat them._

_"Hey! Hey! Are you seriously eating that?! What a gluttonous kid", the first student exclaimed. '...Shut up', the thought began in Souji's head._

_"This is what you get because of your impudent attitude. Know your place", the other student added. 'Shut up, shut up, shut up!', Souji's thoughts were strong, but he managed a stoic expression._

_"But what a poor thing. His parents died, and his sister deserted him. Not to mention spending all day doing chores in a dojo like this. How pitiable", the first pupil concluded. Souji wanted to hurt them all. It was words like "poor" and "pitiable" that hurt more than their sarcasms, but he would not allow them to see it. As usual, they mercilessly beat him up. Old bruises were replaced by new ones all over Souji's tiny frame. Despite it all, Souji did nothing, except glare at them coldly in disgust by their mindless and pointless nature. He would not let them get the amusement they wanted. No matter how hard they had hit or kicked Souji, he would not cry. After the students left, Souji went to work on cleaning up the mess on the floor. He had to destroy the evidence, in no way did he want anyone to trouble him about it. He stood alone in the world, no way he would want someone dragging him down. He knelt down and began to weakly pick up the scattered rice. In the quietness of the room, Souji remembered the student's words, "His parents died, and his sister deserted him". Mitsu had deserted him, he had always thought so. Being unneeded, she dumped him here and she was not going to come back for him. A stinging pain filled his nose, and a mixed feeling of loneliness, sorrow, and frustration filled his chest. 'If mother and father were still alive, I wouldn't have to go through this', the thought traveled across Souji's mind._

_"Souji, have you eaten yet?", Kondo asked abruptly in his kind voice while sliding the door open, almost startling Souji. Of all times, he had to show up now? Souji did not face him, instead he continued cleaning up the mess as if the past events never took place. However, Kondo immediately noticed the mess._

_"What in the...? What happened in here?!", he demanded worryingly. Souji still did not look up and kept on picking up the grains of rice into his bowl with a weak hand. How could Kondo not realize the obvious situation? Irritated by Kondo's idiocy, Souji answered him coldly._

_"I accidentally dropped my plater", Souji replied stoically. There was no way he would ever tell Kondo the truth. He did not want his help that grew from pity. Plus, the situation was too troublesome to explain._

_"You dropped it?", Kondo asked in a confused tone._

_"Yes. I will clean my mess, so please think nothing of it", Souji replied. All he wanted was for Kondo to leave. The man had no business here._

_"I see... You should be more careful. Did you get burned by the soup?", Kondo went on. Why could he not just leave already?_

_"I am fine", Souji replied bluntly._

_"I'm glad to hear it... Oh, right! We had some leftover rice, so I made a rice ball for you", Kondo walked in and held out a small plate with a rice ball on it. Souji stopped in surprise. Why would Kondo go through the trouble to bring him food? It did not make sense to Souji, but he did not ponder about it any further. He finally turned to face Kondo. A rice ball was not the most appetizing food in the world, but Souji could feel his mouth begin to water. It had been awhile since he ate a full meal, so he was basically starving. Hesitantly, he lifted his small weak hand and began to reach for the rice ball. He would have grabbed it quickly, but his arm ached in pain. As he miserably reached up, his sleeve slightly pulled back, revealing his dark-spotted arm. Kondo's warm smile faded and he instantly grabbed a hold of Souji's arm. Startled, Souji gasped while a faint, foolish color stained his cheeks._

_"Souji, where did you get these bruises?!", Kondo demanded in an alarmed tone. Souji gritted his teeth, angry at himself for being so careless about covering his bruises._

_"Is someone beating you?!", Kondo persisted while hitting the mark. 'Why should I explain that to you? Your sympathy disgusts me. Are you helping me because I'm a poor and pitiable thing? Think whatever you like. There's nothing you can do', Souji wanted to blurt out, but he resisted. Souji turned his head away in denial and to hide his expression. _

_"I fell. I can be rather clumsy", Souji lied. But before Kondo could protest, Souji pulled his arm away quickly from Kondo's grip and hid the bruises._

_"You fell...?", Kondo pondered in puzzlement. As fast as he could, Souji took the plate from Kondo's hand, hoping to distract him. He put it aside and sat up straight, but he bowed his head to avert Kondo's gaze. Even if Souji did not want Kondo around, he was merciful enough to bring him food._

_"Thank you for the rice ball", Souji's voice was slightly louder than a mumble. He was not enthusiastic in expressing his gratitude, but neither did he want Kondo to feel self-satisfaction from playing the role of a nice guy._

_"I must weed the yard after I finish here, so could you please leave?", he was polite, but his message was harsh._

_"I see...", Kondo replied with a bit of remorse in his tone before trailing off silently..._

_Several days later, after that event, it seemed as though Souji's hell on Earth ignited into a solar flare. The older students appeared at an unusual time of the day and beat Souji more aggressively. Before, they would beat him up for no particular reason, but it was different this time. They had an incentive. After what seemed like gruesome hours, the boys scolded Souji, blaming him for exposing them of their cruel behavior to "the young instructor". Obviously, Souji never told anyone about his constant beatings, but it did not take long for him to figure out what was going on._

_That evening, as usual, Souji stood outside of the Shieikan and gazed out onto the dirt road. The sun was about set, masking everything that laid on the horizon with its blinding light. It covered the trail where Mitsu had vanished to. By then, Souji believed that he would never see his sister again. The desire for him to return home with her and the small flicker of hope that once burned within Souji had diminished completely. Souji was left with nothing. The only gain he could acquire would be the power to kill, it was his only wish. He did not need comfort, love, or protection; those things would never help him survive in this dying world. He only needed to kill to live, but the he wanted to slain those he hated. He kept on pondering over his nihilistic philosophies until he heard footsteps behind him._

_"What are you doing out here? Are you feeling lonely because you miss seeing your sister?", Kondo asked with his natural warmth that irritated Souji. Souji did not shift his gaze from the horizon. 'Lonely? Who? Me? Are you saying I still love the sister that deserted me? Knock it off', dark thoughts plagued Souji's mind._

_"She probably can't visit you because she's busy with her daily life. I'm sure that if you write her a letter, she'd show up just in time for the New Year. Better keep practicing kenjitsu so you don't get her worried...", Kondo suggested with an idiotic smile. 'What are you talking about? She doesn't care about me at all. She's glad to get rid of a hindrance like me. What kind of happy life had you lived that made you so optimistic?', Souji thought to himself. He was disgusted by how naïve Kondo was about the harshness of the world. He was a total idiot. Souji's anger rose, but he kept his face calm and emotionless. A desire deep within him wanted to make Kondo suffer, and he wanted Kondo to taste the kind of hell he was put through._

_"She has abandoned me", Souji spoke coldly, completely rejecting Kondo's idea. Kondo gasped slightly and stood motionless for a moment before stepping beside Souji. He placed a huge, but warm hand on Souji's shoulder._

_"Souji, it is not as though Mitsu-san abandoned you. Who would abandon their adorable little brother? It would have been hard for her to provide food for you if you had stayed there. That is why she made the difficult decision to leave you with my family's dojo", Kondo tried to explain, but Souji had to stop himself from scoffing. 'What do you want from me? Are you asking me to be more considerate about her? Why should I, after what she did to me?', Souji's mind was in a state of turmoil._

_ "I'm sure it must be hard living away from your sister, but nothing in this world happens without a purpose. I am sure that there must be a reason why you were left in our care. So don't curse your fate. Instead, think about what you can do with what your fate offers. Isn't that what being human is all about?", Kondo tried to sympathize, but he could not understand. Mitsu was no different than any other creature on Earth. It was only natural for her to abandon him for her own sake. As much as Kondo wanted to give Mitsu's actions meaning and virtue, they had none. Souji could not accept his answer. The world was too blackened and rotten, there was no such thing as meaning or value through Souji's perspective. 'My parents died, and both of my sisters deserted me. How could that possibly have any meaning?', Souji thought. The only purpose that humans had was to exist and die, nothing more, nothing less. Souji sighed. He was filled with a sudden urge to wipe off the optimistic smile on Kondo's face._

_"Kondo-san, you gave the older students a warning a while ago, didn't you?", Souji asked, but it sounded more like a statement. He did not let Kondo answer._

_"You said, 'Don't beat him'", Souji continued._

_"Yeah", Kondo replied casually. He was oblivious to the trouble he had caused for Souji. Souji was more than ready to give him a good blow._

_"Could you please not do that anymore?", Souji requested bluntly. _

_"Huh?", Kondo was caught off guard. Souji figured that Kondo would blame himself if he informed him of the truth; the idea made Souji glad. Wanting to put Kondo under more pressure, Souji pulled down the collar of his kimono to expose his chest. He heard Kondo gasp at the sight. 'Yes. These are all the wounds from the older students. On top of that, these were done after you warned them', Souji wanted to spill his harsh thoughts to Kondo, but his beaten chest was enough to form a bitter look on Kondo's face. It had seemed that Kondo was the one who got beat, which caused Souji to feel great._

_"Afterwards, they called me to the dojo and beat me with wooden swords. They said, 'You snitched to that young instructor, didn't you?' Although I said I didn't, no one listened. Because of the needless thing you did, I was beaten more severely than before", Souji recounted monotonously with an emotionless expression. There was no point hiding the story from Kondo, he already got himself way too involved in Souji's business._

_"What?!", a shocked expression formed on Kondo's face. This was all news to him. Both said nothing to one another for a moment. It was then that Souji decided to eliminate this pointless distraction._

_"I do not recall asking for your help", Souji's voice lowered, but he kept his expression still._

_"Please leave me alone. You are a nuisance", Souji stated coldly before turning his back on Kondo and returning back inside, leaving a baffled Kondo all on his own. 'Now do you understand? There's nothing you can do to help me. Take your self importance somewhere else. I don't need anyone on my side', Souji thought darkly before descending into his room solitarily..._

* * *

><p><strong>Sorry that I had to split this chapter into parts again, but this is already a large portion of Souji's past (it's still not even half of it though). Anyways, I hope that you guys have enjoyed this first part of the flashback. I know it's really depressing, but it's what makes Souji a round character (I wanted to cry at several parts while writing). Hopefully I can wrap things up in the next chapter. I probably won't do that much writing over the weekend (apparently teachers like cramming in a lot of work before a holiday break), but I will try to post a chapter by Wednesday. Please reviewcomment what you thought of this chapter, and as always, have an awesome day!**


	18. Chapter 18

**Hope you guys had a happy Thanksgiving! If you're not in America, then I hope you spend your week nicely! Anyway, this chapter will pick up from where I'd left off before. To reward your patience, this is a loooong chapter (because it's long I may have missed some errors), so here it is. Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 18: Forging of a Sword Part II<p>

_Soon after Souji's encounter with Kondo, it was back to the normal routine. Tedium was the worst kind of pain. The students continued to thrash Souji with wooden swords, but he used all of his effort to fight back. The older students were more experienced so they could easily counter all of Souji's attacks, sending him to tumble roughly across the floor, but that never slowed him down. They kept on mocking him, but Souji only responded with a cold glare. The student's tried to figure out why he only glared at them, but they could never understand the type of hatred he had for them. They were stupid and mindless. Instead of trying to humor them, Souji paid close attention to all of their movements, he was trying to analyze their strengths and weaknesses. It would take time, but Souji would never surrender to those foul beasts. He would win, failure was not an option._

_Several days later, Shuusai-sensei instructed all of the students to hold practice in the form of a tournament. The older students seemed to be happy to have a chance to beat up Souji in public, so they practiced harder. Not wanting to get beaten for nothing, Souji practiced hard as well. However, Souji understood that there was a huge difference in physique between him and the older pupils. His chances of victory were slim to none. Despite the odds, all Souji wanted was to hit them at least once, and he would do whatever it took to accomplish his goal. 'So don't curse your fate. Instead, think about what you can do with what your fate offers you. Isn't that what being human is all about?', Kondo's words were repeated in Souji's head. 'Why would I recall those words at a time like this? Those were words from that useless man, who's nothing more than goody two shoes!', Souji thought. Irritated, he scowled. 'Think about what I can do with what my fate offers me? What can I do? My parents are dead, and my sisters deserted me. And I can't fight back because the older students are so much bigger than I am. I have nothing. What can I do?' Souji wondered, but he knew he could answer his own questions. He wanted to protest and reject Kondo's words, but another thought plagued him. 'If I don't do anything, I'll remain a loser. I'll never be freed from being "poor" and "pitiable". I don't want that', Souji then made his decision. He would crawl out from the pits of hell and become more than a useless being. He would strive to become more powerful than those who have hurt or pitied him. Even if he were to stain his hands in blood, it would not matter to him, for the lives that he would take are worthless to the cruel world._

_After what had seemed weeks in just a few short days, the tournament began. Souji stood across from his opponent who wore a similar practice hakama to his. Brows furrowed, Souji glared at him. The student was one who had constantly picked on Souji the most and led the others to do the same. If Souji got the chance, he would show no mercy._

_"Begin!", Kondo instructed. Without a moment's hesitation both fighters charged at one another head-on. The sound of wooden swords clanging filled the room. Souji's opponent held his sword over his head and swung down repeatedly. Souji was barely able to block all of the attacks, but he was rapidly losing his timing. Gritting his teeth, Souji did the best he could to fight back. However, the wooden swords were heavy, and eventually, Souji could not reach his opponent's sword in time. With strong force, his opponent aimed down on Souji's forehead. Souji took the hit. Blood immediately splattered out from his forehead, and he was sent tumbling across the floor. Urgently, Kondo rushed to his side and tried to hold him up. The impact from the sword caused Souji's vision to almost fog, and he felt like his head was about to explode. He groaned at sudden pain. The wound was not deep, but the bleeding would not stop._

_"Call off the match! Someone fetch the styptic medicine!", Kondo began barking orders. Souji immediately perked his head up._

_"I'm fine! I can still fight!", he insisted while summoning any source of energy to get up from the floor. Blood trickled down his face, and it began to block his vision, but Souji ignored it._

_"But you're...", Kondo tried to dissuade him, but Souji would not back down._

_"It's just a small cut. Nothing serious", Souji persisted. With the back of his hand, he tried to wipe his blood off._

_"So please! Let me finish!", he pled desperately. It was not just a practice match to Souji. It was an important match. It served as the first step to seek a way to climb out from this hell and to find his own way of living. If he could gain something from this match, he would be able to make a difference. He was filled with an amazing intuition. He gazed back at his opponent with a menacing glare, but filled with seriousness and determination. Kondo looked at him dubitably, but he sighed._

_"I see... Very well. But if there is further danger, I'll call off the match", Kondo stated. A faint smile formed on Souji's face._

_"Thank you very much", Souji expressed his gratitude. That was the first time he had ever thanked Kondo from the bottom of his heart. Any other instructor would have called off the match, but Kondo did not do so. Souji used to hate Kondo so much, but at that moment he was like a Buddha in Souji's eyes. Both sides returned to their positions. Souji never took his blood thirsty eyes away from his opponent. The look must have made the pupil feel uneasy, but he kept his stance firm. However, the confidence in his eyes was gone. After a few, short agonizing seconds, Souji was filled with the anxiety to slash his sword around. The room was still and silent while the both combatants regarded each other with anticipation. Finally, the silence was broken._

_"Begin!", Kondo commanded. With almost blinding speed, Souji stepped forward towards his opponent. The older student stepped forward as well, but he hesitated, and his step was not firm. It was an error that gave Souji an opportunity. He would not miss his chance. With amazing speed, Souji raised his sword. Then he swung down with full strength. His attack succeeded, but he did not stop. 'Kill, kill, kill!', was the thought that was constantly repeated in Souji's mind. It burned through and engulfed him like blackened flames. 'How dare you hit me again and again! How dare you kick me! How dare you call me pitiable!', his inner thoughts ignited with hatred, all while swinging his sword repeatedly. 'Someone like you... Someone like you should be killed! I'll hit your head until you bleed like I do! I'll break your arms and legs, and shatter your bones so you can't stand!', he did not articulate his thoughts, but his sword was enough to project his message. Suddenly, the older pupil dropped his sword. 'Finally! Finally my chance has come!', then Souji speeded up. His eyes were wide with excitement. The pupil tried to pick up his sword, but Souji could easily read his moves. With full strength, that was formed by vigor and hate, Souji aimed his sword at the center of his opponent's gut. The pupil moaned in pain and fell on the floor, but Souji kept on swinging his sword. Mindlessly, Souji did not pause while his opponent lost all intention to fight back. 'He beat me all the time. He mocked me and called me a useless freeloader. I didn't do anything. Why did he do all these cruel things to me? Therefore, it's alright to kill him, right?', by then Souji could not keep up with the number of times he swung his sword. His mind was blank. He did not know what he was thinking._

_"Souji! Enough! That's enough! Stop it!", a strong voice broke through Souji's mind. He did not realize that it was Kondo until he felt him holding his shoulders. Even after realizing that it was Kondo, Souji still had no idea what was going on. His mind was lost._

_"Stop it. You've already won. So please, stop it", Kondo's voice became gentler._

_"I... I won?", Souji gave Kondo a questioning look, he was still puzzled by what had just took place. The next thing Souji knew, he was being held tightly in Kondo's warm embrace._

_"You've done well. You're really... really great", Kondo's voice was shaky, probably indicating that his eyes were tearing up. 'Why? I've pushed you away, said you're a nuisance and "leave me alone". And there were more mean words I didn't speak out. I tried to make you feel miserable like me. How come you never scold me? Why do you praise me, and tell me I've done well? You even held me in your arms', Souji's mind reeled with confusion._

_"Kondo-san, your kimono will get blood-stained", was all Souji could manage to blurt, but he expected Kondo to let go. Instead, Kondo surprised him by doing the exact opposite and held him tighter._

_"It doesn't matter. With that small body of yours, you've worked so hard", Kondo praised. An unfamiliar warmth filled Souji. If his father had lived, would he have held Souji and praise him like Kondo? Then, it was as if Souji had woken up from a long nightmare. His eyes were finally open to the truth that had been in front him this whole time._

_"Kondo-san, you have never called me a 'poor thing' ", Souji stated._

_"Eh?", Kondo backed up to look at Souji directly._

_"That's what the older pupils and the neighbors all say. 'You're so little, yet you lost your parents, and your sister dumped you. What a poor thing'. But you have never called me that, and you trusted me, allowing me to fight to the last", Souji started to relay the truth that he kept within him for a long time. All of what he said were things no one would have done for him. He thought that he was alone in this pit of darkness, but Kondo appeared to him like a light at the end of a tunnel._

_"Even if my parents died, and even if I can't see my sisters again, there must be a meaning to it. That's what you said. I think I get it now", Souji continued. Kondo had taught Souji how to get up and fight, and not be taken as a weakling to be protected. Kondo demonstrated that there are things that even Souji could accomplish, therefore he gave him the will to never give up._

_"I'm here to become stronger, for your sake, Kondo-san", Souji declared with a heart-warming smile that had not appeared on his face for a long time. It was the first time Souji met someone who would not betray him, who he could trust with all his heart. Kondo became a savior to Souji. But at the same time, Kondo would unknowingly place Souji under a curse..._

_After the tournament, no one dared to challenge Souji. At a fascinating pace, his skills grew tremendously. Soon enough, he grew up and older to become the Shieikan's star student. Even when he sparred against Kondo, he could manage to get a few hits on him. Throughout the years, Souji stayed close to Kondo's side. With a new objective in life, he put all of his effort into becoming strong for Kondo. It was his way of proving his worth to Kondo. Eventually, others, like: Harada, Shinpachi, Sannan-san, Saito, and Heisuke, joined the Sheiekan. But there was one that arrived and came like gale-force wind. _

_Hijikata was still an adolescent when he met Kondo and young Souji, but he certainly acted more mature and of higher-standing despite his life as a farmer's son. Immediately, Hijikata bonded with Kondo since both had similar goals and values. Souji envied Hijikata at times because he knew that he could never hope to obtain a similar relationship with Kondo. No matter how much Kondo adored Souji, Hijikata supplanted their relationship. He became a threat and a rival to Souji, but at the same time, there was nothing Souji could do about it. He realized that Hijikata was useful and valuable to Kondo, and Souji could not object to it. Because of Hijikata, Souji constantly picked on him. But in the end, he came to accept Hijikata due to his worth to Kondo. However, there were times when the two would continuously pick at each other. They were both on opposite ends. Hijikata took everything way too seriously, whereas Souji did not take everything seriously enough. Souji's teasing, charm, and lack of compuction greatly contrasted against Hijikata's temper, strictness, and ideas of honor. But despite their sharp differences, the two of them were brought together for their devotion to Kondo. However, that love threatened to divide them..._

_One year, Souji had acquired a high fever and slept for days. He had contracted measles, so he was sent to Fuda for recuperation. Despite how lethal measles could be for adults, Kondo visited Souji regularly. Kondo still treated Souji like a child at times, but he did so with love and adoration. Throughout Souji's illness, Kondo continuously read him military novels. His virtuous traits and admiration for heroism were crystal clear every time he read. Souji could only smile every time Kondo was happy, but an empty pit formed on his stomach when he realized he could never be like a storybook hero that Kondo admired. _

_On a particular day, Souji had just woken up from a pleasant dream, and enjoyed the aftertaste of it. He wanted to get up, but he knew that Kondo would be upset if he did._

_"Sorry I'm late", Kondo appeared through the door. A warm feeling overtook Souji when the person he longed for stepped inside._

_"Ah... Welcome, Kondo-san", Souji greeted warmly._

_"How are you feeling? Has the fever gone down?", Hijikata's deep voice shattered the blissful atmosphere that Souji was relishing._

_"Hijikata-san is here too", Souji stated monotonously. Hijikata stepped inside and scowled when he noticed Souji's stoic expression that was directed at him._

_"Don't give me that indifferent look. We're fellow disciples, after all", Hijikata responded sternly._

_"Toshi was worried about you. When I got home yesterday, he kept asking about how you're doing. Since he's so worried, I invited him to come and visit you together", Kondo tried to cool down the tension._

_"I see", Souji replied stoically. 'Why is Hijikata-san here? I don't want to talk to you. I only want to talk to Kondo-san', Souji thought darkly to himself._

_"Many pupils aren't coming because of the epidemic. So there aren't many things to do in the dojo anyway", Hijikata tried to excuse his reason for coming, but it sounded more like a diss._

_"The disease carried in by the foreigners? I heard there's no way to prevent it", Kondo added._

_"Staying away from the one's infected and from places people gather seemed to be the only solution", Hijikata explained._

_"This is worrisome", Kondo replied back solemnly._

_"Please be careful too, Kondo-san. If you fall sick, what would Shieikan do without you?", Souji intervened._

_"Me? I'm too healthy. There's no need to worry. However, I'm more worried that even requests for out of town lessons have decreased. The future is so grim. What will become of this country?", Kondo added sadly. The gloomy look on Kondo's face agonized Souji. He wondered what he could do to lighten him up. However, politics and diplomacy were things that Souji could not understand, he would not be able to find the right thing to say to Kondo. He tried to come up with something to cheer him up, but..._

_"Don't be so pessimistic. When the world is stirred, there's a chance for us to lift up from obscurity. A hero only stands out in a turbulent age, right?", Hijikata proclaimed to Kondo._

_"A hero that stands out?", Kondo questioned._

_"I'm talking about you, of course. Like I said before, you deserve more than being a master of a small dojo", Hijikata continued to praise. Suddenly, Souji felt as though he was zoned out from the conversation._

_"Nah. I already said I'm not that great!", Kondo laughed with embarrassment. His face lit up compared to when he was talking to Souji. Although Souji was glad to see Kondo's smile, Souji felt pain welling up inside his chest. 'Whatever I say, whatever I do, I can't make Kondo-san show that smile', Souji cried out in the inside, but he smiled along with Kondo to hide that pain..._

_After Souji recovered, times got more troubling for the Shieikan. Without it's normal income, many suspected that dojo might have had to be closed. However, there were ronin gathering in Kyoto to protect Lord Tokugawa during his journey to the capital city. Everyone was planning to go to Kyoto to investigate this new source of income, even Souji was excited to be going along with Kondo. He practiced everyday in the courtyard to prepare himself for this new journey. Kondo had approached him one morning and inquired that he should remain in Edo. Panic and despair surged through Souji. Was he a hindrance? Was he useless to Kondo? Those thoughts plagued and stressed Souji. Kondo objected the idea, claiming that Souji would be stressed out because he had just recovered._

_"If you're talking about measles, wasn't that about half a year ago? I'm already cured. Why can't I go with you? Is it troublesome if I go?", distress was clear in Souji's voice. Kondo started to say something, but Souji cut him off._

_"Please! Take me with you! For all the kindness you offered me, I haven't done anything in return yet", Souji pleaded. Kondo opened his mouth to say something, but Souji grabbed his sleeve._

_"I'm not useless! I will be helpful to you in Kyoto, definitely! So please! Take me with you!", Souji bowed while he begged. He knew he looked childish, but he was desperate. He did not want to be abandoned by Kondo, the man he trusted, like the way the rest of his family abandoned him. Kondo sighed after a moment._

_"I see. Let's go to Kyoto together, Souji", Kondo exclaimed. Souji looked up and beamed in excitement and relief._

_"Yes!", Souji agreed enthusiastically._

_The days at Shieikan had come to an end, and Souji began his new life in the large city of Kyoto. There, everyone met the Roshigumi, who were led by Serizawa Kamo. He was a vile and vulgar man, much to Souji's distaste, but he provided Kondo the opportunity to grow. However, there was a particular event where Souji was filled with the sudden urge to kill Serizawa. Kondo was in charge of reserving rooms for everyone in Honjou-shuku , but he accidently forgot to get a room for Serizawa. A drunk and wretched Serizawa gathered his men and burned the complex down. To atone for his mistake, Kondo got on the dirt ground and bowed before the hideous man in front of the blazing fire. Souji was never filled with as much hatred and lust for vengeance as he was at that moment. He started to run towards them, but Hijikata blocked his path. As much as Souji wanted to cut down Serizawa, he knew that Serizawa was essential to Kondo. He glared and bared his fangs behind Hijikata, and he wished for the moment when Serizawa would no longer be useful. Since then, his urge to kill tormented him, but it excited him as well._

_After some time with the Roshigumi, Serizawa had picked up a stray named, Ibuki Ryunosuke. In his opinion, Souji perceived Ibuki as someone who got in everyone's way and tried to get involved in everyone's business. Later, Saito returned from his own journey and joined the Roshigumi. Happily, Souji and Saito spared. Their relationship was strange and quiet, but it was strong. Both figures treated one another as equals and both carried on the burden of existing as a weapon. Both accepted one another because in a particular way, they were both outcasts. Saito was naturally quiet, and it was hard for him to approach others in the right way. Souji tried to crack jokes every now and then, but they were all darkly sarcastic, so no one could tell if he was really joking or not. Therefore, he non-intentionally pushed others away. Sparring with Saito was a type of stress-relief that Souji enjoyed. Saito never expected anything from Souji, unlike Kondo and Hijikata, he accepted Souji as what he was already. Their sparring match concluded when Saito managed to land a hit on Souji, which astonished him. However, Saito's technique was exactly the same, so what had made Saito better than Souji? The answer revealed itself when Saito and Shinpachi returned home one day with bloodstained faces and clothes. They had taken life away._

_Souji was fascinated by Saito. He showed no signs of distress or guilt when he cleaned away the blood on his body. He was unusually calm, proving that he really was a sword. Souji tried to constantly ask Saito what the experience was like, but Hijikata interrupted all of his attempts. One night in the red-light district, Souji gazed at Saito with such a serious stare, he did not even bother with one of the geiko who was trying to gain his attention. Serizawa noticed this and questioned Souji about it._

_"Don't I have the freedom to pick what I look at? I'm not interested in this kind of place to begin with", Souji stated flatly._

_"Is that so? Then why did you come with us today?", Serizawa asked. Souji did not waste a second to reply._

_"Simple. If I tag along, I might find a chance to kill you", Souji answered so casually it was almost scary, but Serizawa laughed in amusement._

_"Kill me? A child like you? That's an interesting joke", Serizawa replied sarcastically, but he did not faze Souji._

_"I could kill you anytime, if I'm given permission to", Souji replied teasingly._

_"A kitten hissing with hair standing is still a kitten. Your words pose no threat. But if it's Hijikata saying this, that's a different story", Serizawa continued smugly. Souji's face winced at the mention of Hijikata. He detested being compared to Hijikata, who already engraved his value on Kondo. Everyone else in the room tried to distract themselves with their drinks, but it was an uneasy situation that could not be ignored so easily._

_"When he stared at me at Honjou-shuku, it sent chills up my spine. The murderous intent in his eyes was genuine. Compared to that, your kill threats are little jokes", a wicked smirk formed on Serizawa's face then he immediately looked towards Saito._

_"I bet that man has killed before. I can tell that just by looking at him", Serizawa pointed his iron fan at Saito. Fisting his palms and scowling, Souji resisted the urge to leap across the room and slit Serizawa's throat. His words panged Souji because he knew that deep down, Serizawa was right. Hijikata and Saito had killed before, just knowing that was intimidating. No matter how good of a swordsman Souji was, he had never drawn blood from somebody else. He was still as naïve as a child. How could he possibly hope to kill Serizawa if he had never even done so much as scratch anyone before. He gritted his teeth, but he acknowledged his weakness. If he wanted to be useful to Kondo, he would undoubtedly have to kill._

_Since Serizawa's banquet, Souji stayed up late every night and practiced swinging his sword. He decided to prepare himself for the day when he would kill someone. The thought made him anxious and excited. At suppertime one night, Kondo and Hijikata were discussing their financial problems. Not fond of the topic and not wanting to elaborate, Souji stood up ready to leave after he finished eating early. Besides, his time would be better spent practicing with his sword. Everyone stopped and gave him questioning looks._

_"I don't understand complicated things like funds or politics. I think it's more realistic to sharpen sword skills as preparation for battles", Souji stated before he started to turn around. In the end, when one ends up in battle, the victor is the strongest one, not the richest. Heisuke looked like he wanted to say something, but he refrained himself. Harada and Shinpachi tried to avert their attention back to their sake, but they both shared uneasy looks. Saito paid no attention and continued to eat, whereas Sannan-san observed with curious interest. Kondo and Ibuki looked puzzled while Hijikata's face hardened for a slight moment. Souji could care less what they thought of him at that point and continued._

_"While we're at it, Hajime-kun and Shinpachi-san are so sly. You started killing ronin without me. I wanted to kill a dozen ronin too. Then the Aizu clan will also acknowledge my ability", Souji somewhat teased._

_"Souji, go back to Edo", Hijikata ordered calmly, silencing the rest room into an uncomfortable aura. Souji stopped on his path and his eyes widened. An unnerving feeling washed through Souji, but he forced himself to try to stay calm._

_"What are you talking about, all of a sudden? This kind of joke isn't funny at all", Souji tried to laugh, but a bead of sweat formed on his face. He desperately wanted to believe it was a joke, but he knew Hijikata well enough. He never joked. Everyone shifted their puzzled looks at Hijikata._

_"I'm not joking. It's better for you to leave here", Hijikata clarified. Souji brows narrowed and he turned to face Hjikata with a heated glare._

_"And your rationale? What's the reason for sending me back to Edo? Now is the time we need all the men we can get. Wouldn't it be a great loss if I leave?", Souji defended, trying hard at the same time to keep his voice steady._

_"Unlike peasants like me and Kondo-san, you are the first son of a samurai family. You have the right to become a government official. And with your sword skills, any dojo would issue you a certificate. You're still young. There are too many ways you can make a living", Hijikata replied stoically. 'What the hell are you saying? Don't you realize how stupid and pointless your argument is?', Souji's mind spat. _

_"What does being the first son have to do with anything? My brother-in-law inherited my family! Speaking of being the first son, and excel in sword skills, isn't Shinpachi-san the same? Why do you tell me alone to go back?", Souji questioned, his anger was already starting to seep through. He could not figure out where Hijikata was getting at by mentioning his status. Shinpachi chugged down a whole shot of sake at the mention of his name before ducking his head._

_"You and Shinpachi are different", Hijikata remained composed._

_"What's the difference? Just say so!", Souji yelled back, he did not even bother to hide his agitation. On edge, he was prepared to jump at Hijikata. Hijikata just sighed._

_"You've been saying 'kill' and 'slay' a lot lately. What's gotten into you? Aren't you affected by Serizawa-san too much? You're still a child. You're not able to keep yourself around someone influential like him. That's why it's better for you to leave here", Hijikata finally admitted. The glare on Souji's face intensified, before a dark thought traveled across his mind. The glare transformed into a wicked grin._

_"That's some big talk you gave. It's because I'm standing in your way, right? If I stay beside Kondo-san like this, you won't be able to push him around and have your way. So you're driving me out. Right?", Souji replied with his usual sarcasm, but the edge of his voice was shaky. Hijikata just gave him the same nonchalant stare._

_"If you want to think that way, so be it", Hijikata's tone remained unaffected by Souji. Clenching his hands into fists, Souji was about ready to punch Hijikata for ignoring him._

_"I am not going back to Edo! Kondo-san didn't say anything. Why should this be decided by you, Hijikata-san?", he snarled out his name, but he seemed like a pouting child. Everyone in the room gave each other unsure looks, no one knew what to do about the tense and awkward situation._

_"Toshi, why all of a sudden?", Kondo finally peaked his head up._

_"In this place, there is no other way to use a sword besides slaying people. If Souji stays here, one day his sword would be bloodstained as well. What would his sister Mitsu think if she knows this?", Hijikata answered. 'Too bad she won't give a damn', Souji thought sarcastically. Kondo lowered his head and closed his eyes to go into deep thought. After a moment, he raised his head and looked at Souji seriously._

_"...Souji", he began. His tone was wistful, immediately alarming Souji. 'No, no, no! How can you let Hijikata-san manipulate you! I won't hear it!', Souji's mind reeled with panic._

_"I don't want to! I absolutely don't want to go back! I want to stay here and help Kondo-san!", Souji shouted with objection, before storming out of the room. He paid no attention to where he was running, he just had to escape. 'Damn you Hijikata-san, I won't forgive you if you separate me from Kondo-san!', was one of the many thoughts that was cursed inside of his head. He did not even realize that he was cursing out loud..._

* * *

><p><strong>The chapter will continue and end next chapter (sorry, I really wanted to end it here but the chapter would have been like 8,000 words). Luckily, I have already started writing the next chapter, so it will be posted fairly soon. Please review what you thought of this chapter! As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	19. Chapter 19

**Hello! Thank you all for your awesome reviews on the last chapter, your encouragement keeps me motivated to write these chapters! Once again, I apologize for splitting this chapter into three parts, but this will be last part. It's a long chapter again (longer actually), so I'm sorry if they're any grammar mistakes. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 19: Forging of a Sword Part III<p>

_After last night's events, Souji shut himself in his room for a few days. There was no way he could face anyone without losing his cool, but he knew he would have to face everyone sooner or later. He figured that he should get it over with now. He stepped outside of his room and started to make his way to the kitchen to grab something to eat. To get to his destination, he had to walk past the main entrance. As he approached the doorway, he noticed Ibuki, perhaps unwillingly, seeing Serizawa off. Souji froze in place while a glare formed on his face. Serizawa looked up and noticed him as well and smirked in response. He took a few steps towards Souji, but he still kept some distance._

_"Do you know of a man named Tonouchi?", Serizawa asked. Souji's eyes widened a little in surprise, he was definitely not expecting Serizawa to ask him such a random question._

_"Tonouchi? Has he done something?", Souji questioned, not sure what point Serizawa was trying to make._

_"He just came to my room to pay me a visit... He talked about Kondo-kun", a nasty smirk formed on Serizawa's face. Souji's body immediately tensed at the mention of Kondo's name._

_"What about Kondo-san?", Souji asked._

_"Apparently he disapproves of a man not of samurai birth serving as one of the Roshigumi's chiefs. He said that if I was going to kill him, he would like the honor", Serizawa continued. Souji's face winced at the revelation. Seemingly content with Souji's reaction, Serizawa turned around and started to take his leave. A spilt smile formed on Souji's face, and soon enough, he was chuckling. He could not contain his emotion when he started to laugh out loud, startling poor Ibuki who was witnessing everything._

_"A person can't be judged by his appearance, right? Serizawa-san, you're surprisingly kind", Souji called out loud enough for Serizawa to hear before he disappeared. Serizawa had basically gift-wrapped an opportunity for Souji. This was it, it was Souji's moment to prove his worth. The dark smile never faded from Souji's lips. He knew exactly what he would do next..._

_When sun had set at dusk that evening, Souji approached the so-called Tonouchi._

_"Tonouchi-san...", he called out to him like a lost child. It was rather easy for Souji to form a grim look on his face, he was such a brilliant actor. Tonouchi jumped a little, obviously not expecting to see Souji._

_"Okita? Do you need me for something?", Tonouchi asked, completely oblivious to Souji's true and dark intentions._

_"I could use your advice on something, Tonouchi-san. Could you hear me out?", Souji continued._

_"What about...?", a quizzical look formed on Tonouchi's face._

_"Please don't share what I am about to tell you with anyone else", an almost sad expression played on Souji's face, causing him to look like a wounded animal. He knew no one was around, but he pretended to look around his surroundings for any sign of an intruder. He definitely knew how to put on a convincing show._

_"Could you promise me that?", Souji pleaded softly. He dropped his head as he stepped closer to Tonouchi, anyone could assume that Souji was sulking._

_"Our commander, Hijikata-san, is telling me to go back to Edo", Souji started off with the truth._

_"Why would Hijikata-kun say that? I've heard that you are the most skilled member of Kondo-kun's dojo", Tonouchi inquired._

_"I'm sure he just doesn't want me to steal the limelight. That's why he issued that order...", although he believed his own words, Souji knew how to bend the truth._

_"Lately Kondo-san goes along with anything Hijikata-san says. I can't trust him anymore...", Souji sounded like he was holding back a sob, his eyes glistened in the moonlight, which held back insincere tears. He hated denouncing Kondo, but deep down he knew that it was all part of his act._

_"Hmph, I understand. I see what you are getting at. If you like, I would be willing to offer you my counsel", a smirk formed on Tonouchi. What an idiot._

_"Really?", Souji sounded like a relieved child._

_"It must be hard for you to speak openly here. Why don't we go out and drink while we talk?", Tonouchi offered. Souji contently followed behind Tonouchi as they left headquarters._

_While they were getting drinks, Souji recounted all of the flaws that the Roshigumi had, and blamed it all on Kondo. He also mentioned his family connection to his samurai father. By mentioning his samurai status, Souji weaved a lie about how he felt that Kondo and Hijikata were holding him back because there were jealous of his origins. Sure enough, Tonouchi easily swallowed all of Souji's lies. How could he not? Souji seemed genuinely depressed, like a lost puppy. Throughout their "heart to heart", Souji made sure to get Tonouchi drunk enough to blind most of his senses. He managed to gulp down a few drinks himself as a way of celebrating his future success. After the two had left the bar, they started to make their way back home through a dark alley. The moon had casted a ghastly silver veil over their path, painting the scenery as an eerie night. This was it, the moment that Souji had been anxiously waiting for._

_"Associating yourselves with those ruffians must have been quite trying", Tonouchi blabbered on._

_"Indeed, it was... But talking to you really took a load off", Souji developed a deadly glint in his eyes as he walked behind the man who was about to become his prey._

_"It was nothing! Come to me for advice whenever you like. Even after Kondo is dead, I'll be happy to offer you my counsel", Tonouchi tried to be modest. By then, Souji had placed a hand on the hilt of his sword._

_"The concerns of a samurai can only be understood by a fellow samurai", Tonouchi continued, completely unaware of the danger lurking behind him. The smirk on Souji's face turned into a wide and evil smile._

_"Tonouchi-san", Souji's voice dropped an octive, but he maintained his usual playful tone. He unsheathed his sword silently._

_"Hmn? What is it?", Tonouchi finally turned his head back. His eyes immediately shot open and he gasped in fear. With a terrifying war cry, Souji held his sword above his head. His eyes were those of a lunatic beast, while his sword beamed a ghostly white under the moon. Swiftly but barbaric, Souji swung down and slashed across his prey's chest. Blood spat out like rain. It was an instant and perfect first kill. Blood spotted Souji from head to toe while he stood over the man's corpse. Finally, Souji had learned what it was like to kill. It was satisfying, and Souji felt great. He had rid the world of someone who had stood on Kondo's way. Now, Souji knew how to give meaning to his existence. He lived for Kondo to kill. The task had not burdened him. It was easy for him to take away souls because they were worthless. The only valuable and priceless soul on this Earth was Kondo's. A pool of blood gathered around the two figures. The ritual was complete._

_Souji did not realize that he was spacing out until Ibuki found him. Noticing the blood, he trembled._

_"W-what did you do?", Ibuki stuttered. Souji gazed at him with a blank expression._

_"I don't see a reason to explain that to you... Oh yeah,... I need to thank Serizawa-san later", Souji recalled Serizawa's involvement._

_"Thank him?", Ibuki questioned with a sense of disbelief. Souji knew that Ibuki had witnessed his earlier encounter with Serizawa, but he wanted to brag about his celebratory event._

_"For telling me this good news. Thanks to him, I got to kill Kondo-san's enemy. I always imagined how wonderful it would be, if my first kill was Kondo-san's enemy", Souji replied casually. Then he pulled out a small piece of paper and wiped his sword clean, before sheathing it back into its scabbard. Ibuki watched blankly at Souji's nonchalant actions. _

_After Shinpachi had found them and led them back home, Souji was immediately bombarded with questions._

_"Souji! Are you okay?!", Heisuke asked frantically. Souji just shrugged him off._

_"Shut up. I already told you that I'm fine", Souji replied nonchalantly. Everyone else surrounded Souji behind Hijikata._

_"Souji!", Hijikata exclaimed in an alarmed tone as he approached him. All Souji did was casually turn his head towards him._

_"Huh? What's wrong? Why are you in such a panicked state?", Souji asked. Both Kondo's and Hijikata's eyes widened when they noticed the drops of blood on Souji's face. After observing him head to toe, Hijikata's brows furrowed._

_"Souji, whose blood is that?", he asked sternly, almost hissing out the question. A chuckle escaped Souji._

_"I'll explain everything later. But right now, could you let me rest for a little while? I've grown tired after just killing someone", Souji replied impassively. He did not even wait for anyone to respond as he waved them off and made his way over to his room. Everyone speechlessly watched him leave with shocked expressions. _

_Afterwards, Hijikata scolded Souji for killing Tonouchi because he was a member of the Roshigumi; therefore, Souji had violated their code. The price to pay for violating any of those regulations was honorable seppuku. But Souji claimed that he had actually prevented Tonouchi from breaking the first rule, so he could not be held accountable. __Pissed off, Hijikata demanded to know where he had gotten the information that Tonouchi was planning to assassinate Kondo. Souji told him the truth, but it enraged him when he heard it from Souji's mouth. Meanwhile, Kondo gave Souji a pained expression, which confused him. Souji had legitimately thought that he had done Kondo a service, but it had seemed otherwise. Immediately, Hijikata and Kondo went straight to Serizawa's room for interrogation. Souji was left alone, along with the other men in the hall. He was lost. He wanted to make Kondo proud, but he could not understand why Kondo had disappointingly looked at him._

_"Well, I guess I can go get some rest now", he got up and started to leave the room. He finally looked down at his clothes and sighed._

_"The blood is sticky, I need to get the kimono washed tomorrow", he talked to himself lightheartedly before descending into his room. It may have been a set-up that Serizawa had schemed, but Souji did not care. After all, he decided with his own free will to kill Tonouchi. He killed him without any sort of compunction. Truthfully, he was more than happy to kill any of Kondo's enemies._

_Financially, the Roshigumi was scrambling. However they managed to raise some funds in Osaka after demonstrating their skills in front of the Aizu clan lord. They spent their money on new uniforms. They were showy due to their bright azure dye mixed in with white, but it would distinguish them away from good for nothing ronin. Later, the Aizu clan introduced to them Doctor Yukimura, who claimed he had a solution to their lack of manpower. Soon enough, the Water of Life became known to the higher ups of the Roshigumi. Although the majority opposed the idea, they were forced to test the Water of Life's power in order to maintain their sponsorship from the Aizu clan._

_In terms of their reputation, the Roshigumi's name was one that was not welcomed by commoners. One instance was when Serizawa had gotten into several conflicts with sumo wrestlers in the city of Osaka. He reprimanded them because they would not move out of his way. It was custom for commoners to make way for any samurai because they were considered to be nobles. But the sumo wrestlers were drunk and they had no intention of moving for Serizawa. In return, Serizawa brutally smacked one of the giants with his iron fan. Too shocked by what they had seen, the sumo wrestlers backed off, only to return to the Roshigumi's inn with heavy staffs. Souji, Serizawa, Shinpachi, Shimada, and Ibuki stepped outside to see what was going on. For their rude behavior toward samurai, Serizawa reprimanded the wrestlers again. As a result, the wrestlers sneered and attacked. Serizawa ordered everyone to fight back, but Shinpachi, Shimada, and Ibuki were reluctant to draw forth their swords at the commoners. Souji on the other hand, drew his with a belligerent smile. Swinging his sword like a windmill, Souji bathed himself in blood. The blood had stained his burgundy-red kimono black, but Souji did not mind. Stunned by the inhuman sight, the sumo wrestlers retreated._

_"Too bad. I wanted to slash a few more. Sumo wrestlers have so much fat on them, it's harder to cut through than I expected. And the grease on the blade made it trickier to grip", Souji talked to himself, completely ignorant that Ibuki was still watching him._

_"Don't you think that's inappropriate? They are not lawless ronin, they're just a bunch of drunkards looking for trouble! You didn't really have to slash them!", Ibuki reprimanded. Souji turned his head carelessly._

_"I don't need to hear that from someone who draws their sword but can't even take one opponent down. Why don't you go cringe in a corner and shiver like you just did?", Souji snapped. Ibuki gritted his teeth and clenched his hands, but he stomped away, perhaps too exhausted to deal with Souji's attitude._

_After Kondo returned home, Sannan-san explained everything that had just happened._

_"I'm sorry it turned out this way under my supervision", Sannan-san apologized to Kondo._

_"What are you talking about, Sannan-san? It's those sumo wrestlers' fault for not yielding the road to Serizawa-san. Besides, it's not like they were unarmed. They were wielding hexagon staffs. If we hadn't fought back, we would've been the ones seriously hurt", Souji intervened._

_"Don't talk nonsense!", Kondo's voice roared, startling Souji._

_"The ones you slashed today are not ronin who are a menace to the capital city! They are commoners. They have families and friends. They work to sustain their daily lives. They have their future ahead of them. Even if they offended you, did it ever occur to you that it's alright to forgive them? Isn't protecting the people what samurais are supposed to do? I didn't bring you out of Edo, all the way here, to do this kind of thing!", Kondo scolded Souji harshly. It was so unlike him to behave this way towards Souji. The room stood silent in surprise, but no one was as shocked as Souji. He did not understand why Kondo scolded him. All that he had ever done before, good or bad, had been for Kondo; so why was he getting yelled at by him? Souji stood motionless while the fear of being useless returned to him. The aloof attitude that he had demonstrated before vanished._

_Souji secluded himself from everyone throughout the rest of the time in Osaka. His heart was torn to pieces. By doing what he thought would help Kondo, he had actually caused more problems for Kondo with the master of the sumo stable that the wrestlers were from. Fortunately, both were able to settle the issue peacefully by apologizing to one another. After returning back to Kyoto, Hijikata flared with rage when he was informed of the past events. Without any sign of remorse, Serizawa explained that he had to defend himself because if he had stood down, the townsfolk and other ronin would disdain them. It was a sad excuse, but no one could object to it, which only added more frustration. Filled with guilt, Souji announced that he would commit seppuku. Shinpachi thought he was kidding, while Kondo tried to dissuade him, but Souji would not listen._

_"I will commit seppuku. This is the only thing I can do, after bringing the Roshigumi and Kondo-san so much trouble. At least let me take the responsibility...", Souji pleaded. Enraged, Hijikata intervened._

_"Enough Souji! How would your seppuku help in cleaning up this mess?! This issue has become greater than something that can be smoothed out simply with you taking the responsibility alone!", Hijikata yelled. How is it that every time Souji gets scolded, it happens to be in front of everyone else? Souji glared at Hijikata because he knew that it was the truth. Hijikata stormed out of the room while stomping the floor. Souji opened his mouth to say something, but he stopped when Kondo left after Hijikata. Watching Kondo leave, Souji looked like the abandoned child that he once was. No one knew what to say to Souji, until Sannan-san suggested that he should cool down. Souji's face was calm, but he wanted to shed tears. What could he possibly do to atone for his mistakes? Was he becoming a hindrance to Kondo? The thought shook him to his very core._

_A few days later, Hijikata and Kondo prepared to leave for Osaka to organize a sumo performance with the stable master. It would help mend their relationship, raise funds, and would spread good word about the Roshigumi. It was certainly a beneficial plan, and it was all Hijikata's idea. Souji watched from a distance while everyone praised Hijikata. But what pained him the most was to see Kondo praising him. He hid his grief behind a smile, but loneliness was etched into his eyes._

_To "cool himself down", as Sannan-san suggested, Souji practiced swinging his sword at the Mibu Temple grounds. He slashed his imaginary opponent in all of the vital areas, but there was no hatred or emotion when he did so. It was simply part of his nature to kill, after all, that was his only asset. Well past midnight, exhaustion got the best of him and he decided to doze off for a few minutes. He laid flatly on his back on the cool stone floor. Trying to transfer his mind away from all the stress of his world, Souji closed his eyes and focused on his breathing. Right when he felt his body begin to relax, he heard the running of footsteps approach him._

_"Hey! Okita! Hang in there! What happened? Are you hurt? Don't die!", Ibuki's alarmed voice destroyed Souji's moment of tranquility. Souji lackadaisically opened his eyes and saw Ibuki breathe out a sigh of relief._

_"Would you mind not killing me in your imagination? How am I supposed to die from sword practice?", Souji questioned sarcastically._

_"Sword practice?", a puzzled look formed on Ibuki's face._

_"Yes. I'm tired, that's all. It's because I've been swinging my sword since I came back from patrol", Souji answered._

_"You've been swinging your sword since noon?", Ibuki sounded stunned._

_"Yes. You have a problem with that?", Souji asked. Ibuki sighed in exhaustion from his response._

_"No. But why didn't you tell anyone? They got worried", he commented. For some reason, Souji spoke from his heart._

_"Because I don't want to be a burden to anyone", he replied casually, but his chest ached in pain._

_"Burden?", Ibuki questioned. Souji ignored his question and gazed at the star-filled sky blankly. The memories from when Kondo yelled at him came to mind, causing his heart to throb painfully. He was nothing. All he could ever do was to hate and kill. When he had finally found someone he could trust, he became a liability to Kondo. But what could he do? He could not be like Hijikata, who overflowed with virtuous ideals, and pleased Kondo. So if not like him, what was left for Souji? Did he still have a place in Kondo's heart?_

_"Say, if you need to rest, why not go back inside?", Ibuki suggested, but his voice was inaudible to Souji's thoughts. Suddenly, he remembered how Kondo had praised Hijikata earlier in the day. After a long silence, Souji finally spoke._

_"Hijikata-san has splendid talents", he murmured._

_"Eh?", Ibuki was lost._

_"Hijikata-san has splendid talents. That's what Kondo-san said earlier. Haven't you heard? 'Toshi has splendid talents'. When Kondo-san said that, he was so happy, and so proud of him", Souji continued with a sad look on his face._

_"Kondo-san has never showed such an expression for me. The only person that can make Kondo-san show this expression, and the only person Kondo-san talks to about his dreams, is Hijikata-san. I know that. I know, because I've been watching Kondo-san since I was a kid. When I killed that Tonouchi, Kondo-san showed such a woeful face. It was the same as that night in Osaka. Why did it turn out like this? I was only trying to make Kondo-san happy", Souji recounted. Ibuki stood motionless over him._

_"There must be something else you can do for Kondo-san, other than killing", Ibuki commented. A cold glare formed on Souji's face as he stared at Ibuki with piercing eyes. 'Why did I even bother mentioning this to you? You could never understand', Souji thought._

_"No wonder you're so weak", Souji replied back harshly. Surprised by Souji's hostility, Ibuki's eyes widened. At that moment, Souji despised Ibuki._

_"You have never been cornered, and never faced the meaning of a grasping a sword. You were brought up pretty well protected, right? You lack understanding of the weight of a sword, and lack resolution to grasp it. That's why you can't become stronger", Souji almost snarled._

_"What the...? You say that I never faced the meaning of grasping a sword? Then have you?", Ibuki could not control his temper._

_"I have. I kept thinking about what I can do for Kondo-san. Then I came up with a conclusion. There is nothing else I can do except for becoming a sword, to kill people", Souji's hollow voice was also criticizing himself. He strongly believed that he was only valuable as a sword to Kondo. Exhausted and irritated by the conversation, Souji decided that he had enough of Ibuki's pestering._

_"Leave now. I don't need your compassion", what he meant was "pity". He got up from the floor and started to swing his sword again, paying no attention to Ibuki's departure._

_Time moved forward for the Roshigumi. Serizawa's pawn, Niimi, kept experimenting with the Water of Life, which unfortunately led to some of the fury test subjects to go mad and escape. It was usually Souji who did the dirty work of dealing with them, although Hijikata was highly against it at first. But Souji learned to calm down in front of others, although he had usually lied about his own feelings. Afraid to act on his own and becoming useless to Kondo, Souji often relied on Sannan-san's orders. It seemed to have eased off the tension away from Souji, but he still felt supplanted by Hijikata in terms of their relationship with Kondo. Throughout the sumo wrestling event that the Roshigumi sponsored, Hijikata was highly praised, not just by Kondo, but everyone else for the event's success. The only thing Souji could do was force a smile and agree with everyone else. However, the Roshigumi's efforts were thrown to waste when Serizawa burned the Yamatoya's house down for "unjustly trading with foreigners" and for "rejecting to provide fund for the Roshigumi". The joy and praise that the civilians gave them earlier was replaced with cold stares and backbiting. Hijikata furiously reprimanded Serizawa for his irrational actions, while Souji merely watched them bicker from a distance. No matter how angry he had been at Serizawa for ruining Kondo's reputation, he forced himself to calmly stand still. There would be no point in trying to kill Serizawa at that moment and risk his usefulness. However, a smile appeared on his face when he knew what would happen to Serizawa next. Serizawa's behavior had gone way too far off the line, meaning that he had become a hindrance to everyone else. The time would soon come when Souji would be allowed to pierce Serizawa's heart with his sword._

_Soon enough, the Roshigumi demonstrated their best efforts after the Choushuu rebellion, and the Aizu clan awarded them with the new name, "Shinsengumi". One day, Kondo asked to spar against Souji, to which he happily agreed to. Despite the fun that Souji was having with Kondo, it had immediately diminished when Kondo started to advice Souji on the reasons he should swing his sword for. He spoke about how Souji should fight to accomplish goals in his life to become an honorable man, but it only caused Souji to reenter into another stage of dismay. Of course, he would never show his true feelings to Kondo because he knew he would break Kondo's heart if he saw the real side of him. But at the same time, Souji was breaking his own heart when he promised Kondo that he would fight honorably. He hated himself for lying to Kondo, but he had no other choice. He accepted the cruelty of his burden with a wry smile. Utterly wounded by Kondo's words, Souji decided to practice swinging his sword at the temple's grounds in hopes to clear his mind. While he practiced, he could sense that he was being watched._

_"It's a bad habit to peep. You could at least say hi", Souji called out. From behind a wall, Ibuki stepped out in front of him._

_"Sorry. I thought you needed to concentrate and I didn't want to interrupt you", Ibuki apologized._

_"If you want to be thoughtful, kindly don't step into the temple grounds at all", Souji teased him, which made Ibuki roll his eyes at him._

_"At dusk you were practicing with Kondo-san, right? How did it go?", Ibuki curiously asked._

_"It was enjoyable. More than anything", Souji replied bluntly. He had spoken the truth, it made him happy every time he practiced with Kondo. But then he remembered the conversation he had earlier with Kondo._

_"...He said the same thing you told me before. About aiming to become an excellent swordsman, and having a noble goal. If a person can't do that, he's no different from a beast", Souji used Kondo's exact words. Ibuki must have sensed Souji's change of tone when he stared at him with a serious expression._

_"...Because you are really dear to Kondo-san", Ibuki added quietly. After a moment of silence, Ibuki spoke up._

_"By the way, I heard a little about your past before", Ibuki started off. The lighthearted face, that Souji had on, vanished, and it was replaced with an alarmed expression._

_"To tell you the truth, I envy you for meeting someone like Kondo-san", Ibuki continued. Souji did not understand where he was going with this. 'Envy? Why would anyone envy me?', Souji thought. He never considered his predicament to be worth anyone's jealously._

_"What do you mean?", Souji questioned in a hostile tone._

_"Had I met someone who cared about me like Kondo-san, I may not be here now", Ibuki explained. He went on to speak about his childhood. His father was a samurai, but his family had lived in poverty, and his condition worsened when his father died. His mother was in strong denial of their situation so she kept her husband's pride and refused to work. So instead of having a normal childhood, Ibuki was forced to mange any job he could find. Souji quietly listened to his story. Anyone else would have tried to console Ibuki, but Souji knew that empty words of compassion would be irritating._

_"You must've been called 'an unlovable child', 'a child trying to act like a grown-up' a lot, right?", flashes of Souji's childhood came to his mind._

_"Yep. That's what I hear all the time. Can't help it. I worked among grown-ups all day. And at night I had to stop my mother's crying and committing suicide. No way can I be cute and lovable as other children", Ibuki replied._

_"Exactly", Souji could relate to that part of Ibuki's childhood. But even if they had shared similar pasts, they were still two completely different people._

_"You and I may have grown up in similar environments, but there's a major difference between us", Souji looked down as he spoke quietly._

_"Major difference?", Ibuki questioned with a puzzled expression._

_"You grew up a lot more in line than I have. I don't know how much you've heard about me, but... When I was a child, weak, those older students beat me up all the time, just for relieving their frustration. I can't recall a day when I didn't have bruises all over. Sometimes I had nothing in my stomach because they would spoil my food. Then one day I realized. It wasn't because I was the youngest, poorest, or had no family protection. It's because when beating up someone nobody likes, nobody will stick up for him", Souji went on with a dry voice. Although the past was haunting, he had overcome that dark stage of his life, so it was easy to reminisce about it._

_"The first time I grabbed hold of a wooden sword, I held it like a sword made to kill", Souji recalled while Ibuki stood silently as he listened._

_"Had I not met Kondo-san, I would live my life cursing everything in this world. Men are selfish creatures that bully the weak for no reason. They're hopeless. But there _is _someone who wouldn't lie. There is someone I can trust. It's Kondo-san who showed me this. So I want to repay him", Souji confessed his feelings._

_"I don't know if it'll make him sad, but it's the only thing I can do. Even if I have to become a sword that can only kill, since it's what the Shinsengumi needs now, I will", there was no hesitation while he stated his resolution. But the idea of making Kondo sad ruined him. He looked up at the starry sky, wishing that there was some possible way to stop the pain. But he knew there was not._

_"Kondo-san doesn't know this. Goals, ideology,... I tried but I don't understand those things. It's too difficult for me. I don't have anything like an aim in life. All I know is, I can cut down anything that stands in Kondo-san's way. My sword is merely a tool for killing. I _am_ no different from a beast", he spoke indifferently, but he meant those words from the bottom of his heart._

_"Kondo-san believes I have a pure heart. He believes I can become a great swordsman like him. Pure heart? I don't have anything like that. No matter how I try, I can't become like Kondo-san", he laughed at himself in self-mockery when he noticed a tear had slowly slid down his face. His voice was calm and steady, as if nothing had ever happened, but he felt like his heart was being twisted apart. How long had it been since he had last shed a tear? Souji had wound himself in a terrible state of cognitive dissonance. He did not want to lie to Kondo, but there was no other choice..._

_On October of that year, a mysterious fire was ignited on the building that Doctor Yukimura was occupying. The damage was heavy, but the Shinsengumi were able to put the flames out. However, there was no sign of the doctor's body anywhere. It was like he had disappeared. Despite his absence, the Shinsengumi still had to improve the Water of Life. To make matters worse, Niimi had double-crossed the Shinsengumi by trying to distribute the Water of Life to the Choushuu rebels. Hijikata, Saito, and Souji killed him immediately when he transformed himself into a fury, but they told everyone else that he had committed seppuku. It had turned out that Serizawa knew of this, therefore, the Shinsengumi had lost trust in him. The time had finally come to put an end to him. A month later, Sannan-san and Hijikata had assigned a secret mission to Souji. He had to kill Ibuki. Despite whether he realized it or not, Ibuki had become attached to Serizawa. If the Shinsengumi had tried to kill Serizawa first, Ibuki would surely try to defend him. The next day, Souji had asked Ibuki to go out drinking that night with him to get him away from headquarters where he would ultimately finish the job. Ibuki was reluctant at first, but Souji would not take no for an answer. By nightfall, Souji had to practically drag Ibuki out of headquarters._

_"Where are you going? Shimabara isn't in this direction", Ibuki whined._

_"Shimabara isn't the only place to drink. Just come along", Souji insisted. Eventually, Souji had led Ibuki to a river bank. It had rained the night before, so the river had risen and the current looked extremely dangerous._

_"Hey...hey! What is this place?", Ibuki asked with a bit of panic in his voice has he eyed the body of water nervously._

_"Can't you see? A riverbank", Souji could not resist the urge to tease sarcastically._

_"I know, but who'd drink at a place like this?", Ibuki questioned suspiciously._

_"There's no limitation on where to drink", Souji teased again. He finally turned to face Ibuki. The smile that he wore disappeared._

_"As long as it's where Serizawa-san wouldn't notice, any place would do. The stage for him to bow out is prepared somewhere else", Souji's voice dropped while he gazed at Ibuki seriously. Suddenly, the color was drained from Ibuki's face._

_"You're planning to kill Serizawa-san?", Ibuki asked with a shaky voice. He was obviously shocked. Souji did not respond, his silence was enough to answer Ibuki's question._

_"So you're killing me, before killing Serizawa-san?", Ibuki inquired._

_"Can't help it. You'll get in the way. After Serizawa-san is dead, you wouldn't be left behind anyway", Souji explained. Ibuki knew too much about them, if he were to keep on living, he could potentially leak out information about the Water of Life. Ibuki gritted his teeth in betrayal and gazed at Souji with disbelieving eyes._

_"Does Kondo-san know this?", Ibuki asked while his legs started to tremble in fear._

_"...Who knows?", Souji replied. He had not considered whether or not Kondo knew about the situation, but it pained him to know that he was going to kill Ibuki behind Kondo's back. But he would obey Sannan-san's and Hijikata's orders; after all, the vice commanders knew exactly what they were doing. In the end, Kondo would have to accept their judgment._

_"Whether he knows or not isn't my concern", Souji added coldly. Ibuki's eyes widened in surprise._

_"Kondo-san doesn't know! Right? He doesn't hate Serizawa-san. And I don't think he'd be happy to end things this way...with assassination", Ibuki made a valid point, but Souji could not understand why Ibuki defended Serizawa. Suddenly, it hit him. Despite their differences, Souji recognized that Ibuki was starting to tread on the same path as he was now. Like what Kondo was to Souji, Serizawa was to Ibuki. The idea haunted him._

_"...I suppose so", he finally responded with a hint of resignation in his voice. He looked away from Ibuki's demanding eyes. It did not matter how he or Kondo felt about the situation. Souji understood that killing Ibuki would be for the good of the Shinsengumi. He made up his mind._

_"I am the Shinsengumi's sword. Therefore, I'll kill off whoever I'm ordered to kill. That's all", Souji claimed in a determined, but cruel tone._

_"I don't want to die", Ibuki's voice weakened. A grin emerged on Souji's face. He was relieved to hear Ibuki speak those words. It was not too late for Ibuki. He was not tied down by Serizawa any longer. He could still break free from the curse. The fact that he wanted to live proved it._

_"Well, that leaves you no choice but to run away from me, right?", Souji drew his sword as he spoke. As one of Souji's strengths, he knew how to put on a convincing show. With shaking hands, Ibuki drew his sword, but he must have known he did not stand a chance against Souji._

_"I don't want to die here! If I die here, I won't even know for what reason I was born!", Ibuki cried out with courage and determination. Then he surprised Souji by attacking first._

_"Whoa", Souji blurted, but he easily blocked the attack. The force from his sword was so strong that he noticed Ibuki almost losing a grip on his sword. Nevertheless, Ibuki adjusted his grip and attacked again, but Souji effortlessly brought up his sword. The difference in skill level between them was plainly obvious._

_"What? Lost your fighting spirit already? Then it's my turn", Souji then swung his sword without holding back. When the swords clashed, Ibuki's flew out of his hands._

_"Boring. I thought you could do better when your life is at stake", Souji teased harshly. Then slowly, he walked towards Ibuki, who had frozen in place. Souji dragged Ibuki up by his collar and observed him. He could see the glint of betrayal written in Ibuki's eyes. It made Souji sad to see it, since he actually was starting to consider Ibuki as a friend, and he had opened up to him whenever he was suffering through his toughest moments. He also hated knowing that Ibuki had grown attached to Serizawa- a man not worthy for kindness-, but Souji would offer him an alternative._

_"Say, do you consider yourself lucky or unlucky?", he asked with a smile on his face while a brilliant idea popped up in his mind. Ibuki kept glaring at him, which only made Souji's smile grow wider._

_"I don't think you're that unlucky. You _were_ born in a bad environment, but Serizawa-san saved you on the way to Kyoto. Don't you think that's lucky? Therefore...", Souji drew his sword back in order to get one last scare from Ibuki. In response, Ibuki shut his eyes. He was waiting for the impact of Souji's sword._

_"...If you really want to live, trust your luck", Souji adviced sincerely. Ibuki opened his eyes and looked at Souji confusedly when he noticed his big happy grin._

_"What? Whoa!", Ibuki exclaimed when Souji lifted him from the ground. He tried to find something to grab onto, but without avail, there was nothing within reach as he was pushed into the river. Time seemed to slow for a moment as both men caught one last glimpse of each other._

_"Farewell, Ibuki-kun. I don't know if you'll survive. But either way, we won't meet again. So this is goodbye", Souji waved Ibuki goodbye, before Ibuki was engulfed by the rapid waters. For a moment, Souji had stood motionless in front of the river bank, but the smile never faded. Even though he technically disobeyed his orders, he felt that he had finally done something right. By not killing him, Souji had given Ibuki a chance to seek out his own purpose in life. His own will to live. Souji would not allow Ibuki to live the same kind of life as his. Souji's path was only filled with pain and sorrow, but he was strong enough to accept that burden. Ibuki would have been shackled down and his life would have been short and meaningless. Souji had shown Ibuki the greatest form of mercy that he would ever offer._

_After returning home, Souji reported to Hijikata and Sannan-san that he had finished Ibuki off._

_"It is done", Souji announced blatantly. Hijikata regarded him with remorseful eyes, despite the stern expression._

_"Good job", he replied bluntly. He must have felt guilty for killing Ibuki off. After all, Ibuki had been with them for almost a year. Sannan-san was then suggesting on ways to dispose of Ibuki's body, which fascinated Souji because, oddly, Sannan-san had a fast way of moving on from Ibuki's "death"._

_"There's no need. After killing Ibuki-kun, I threw him into the river. With the water so rapid, he won't be seen again. Even if he is, after rolling on the riverbed and soaked in water, it's impossible to recognize his face", Souji interjected. Sannan-san looked at him suspiciously, as if he were trying to read his mind, but he finally sighed._

_"Oh well. If you say so, I'll take your word for it", he replied before gazing at him with cold eyes._

_"I'm sure you know tomorrow is the decisive day. Do you fully understand why I proposed including you in the assassination squad?", Sannan-san asked. Souji then remembered the words that Sannan-san had told him before._

_"Because I'm the Shinsengumi's sword, right?", he responded meeting Sannan-san's direct stare. He glanced at Hijikata who looked at him with cold, but saddened eyes._

_"I'll become a sword. A sword doesn't think, and doesn't hesitate on thinking whether it's alright to kill the opponent or not. Just to follow the will of the person holding it, and kill", Souji claimed. Souji could see loneliness in Hijikata's eyes while Sannan-san's expression was unreadable._

_"Okita-kun. Let us decide who you'll swing your sword at, and who to kill. We'll tell you how to use your sword to help Kondo-san to the greatest extent. Therefore, please focus on playing your part", Sannan-san claimed._

_"I understand", Souji agreed. He would become a sword for Kondo's sake, whether he approved of it or not. The only thing that mattered to Souji was being useful. After he left, he looked up at the ashy sky. It would probably rain tomorrow, which was good, considering that it can cover the noise of sword-fighting. Tomorrow, he would eliminate another obstacle to Kondo._

_Afterwards, when Souji had retreated to his room, his mind wandered back to Ibuki. He figured that Ibuki would not stand in Kondo's way, but there was definitely another reason why he had not delivered the final blow. 'How you live your life from now on depends on you, Ibuki-kun', he thought to himself before finally resting. The next day, the Shinsengumi had started to make funeral arrangements for Serizawa..._

_About a month later, it was a cold winter night when two furies had escaped from headquarters. Souji, Saito, and Hijikata had split up to find the furies that hid somewhere in the streets of Kyoto. As Souji ran alone, he contemplated his surroundings. The sky was a marvelous painting, with the moon casting a silver glow to the clouds surrounding it. As he descended onto the empty streets, his surroundings started to fade. He ran towards a white light and disappeared within it..._

...Souji could feel intense pain throughout his entire body as he slowly regained consciousness. His eyes fluttered open, but it was difficult for him to perceive his surroundings because his vision was still hazy. Then, he could feel a strangely comforting warmth beside him. He slowly turned his head to the side where the warmth derived from. Beside the edge of the futon, he noticed a figure kneeling next to him. She rested her dark-haired head on his belly while she slept. Souji's eyes fixated on her sleeping form and for a moment it had cleared.

"Chizuru-chan?"

* * *

><p><strong>Yay! I'm finally done with this chapter! I know it was long, so it may have been hectic to read through, but I did my best to keep the story interesting throughout the chapter. Anyway, these next two weeks will be busy for me because I have a lot of work to get done before the holiday break, so it may take a while for me to post the next chapter. Please reviewcomment what you guys thought of this chapter! As always, have an awesome day!**


	20. Chapter 20

**Hello! I'm glad that the story is out of flashback. As much as I enjoyed writing it, I was eager to get back to the present situation. In honor of being out of flashback, I decided to make this chapter long for you guys (don't worry, it won't be as overwhelming with words). I'll go back and edit the story later if there are any errors (sorry, I have no time to revise this now). Anyways, I hope that everyone is liking the story! And as always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 20: The Remedy<p>

After his vision had cleared, Souji immediately recognized the sleeping figure.

"Chizuru-chan?", he asked with a groggy voice. Slowly, Chizuru opened her eyes and tiredly lifted her head to his direction. She blinked for a moment, as if she were processing something, then a smile rushed to her face.

"Okita-san! You're awake!", she exclaimed in pure joy and relief, making a wry smile appear on Souji's face.

"Yeah", he nodded slightly, but he felt the same kind of excitement as her after escaping from a seemingly never ending dream about his past. Before he knew it, she held his hand in hers, taking him by surprise.

"I'm glad... I'm really glad your okay...", Chizuru's voice was shaky, almost as if she were desperately holding back a sob. She squeezed his hand gently while smiling, and Souji could notice tears beginning to well up in her eyes.

"Chizuru-chan...", he mumbled her name while trying to squeeze back, but he barely had enough strength in his hand to do so. He was overcome by a pleasing warmth. How could this girl, who had seen him unravel into a monster, still be by his side and never ask for anything in return? Because she had been with him, she had suffered, but yet a smile forms on her face when she sees that he is well? Souji had often pondered why Chizuru had shown such care and concern for him, but it no longer mattered to him anymore. Merely having her close by was all he needed from her, but he still received more. He had questioned his worth to her before, but he could see clearly that she never looked at him as a weapon. Even if he had turned into a fury, he felt human when she was with him.

He tried to move his body to sit up, but the smallest amount of movement was enough for him to cringe in pain. Seeing this, Chizuru softly pushed him down.

"You shouldn't try to move yet. Your injuries haven't healed yet", she ordered in a stern tone, but her face was wan with worry. '_Haven't healed yet? What's going on?_', his mind questioned, but he saw the answer just by glancing at Chizuru's figure. '_Kaoru..._', his thoughts hissed the brat's name when he finally remembered the events of that night. By trying to avenge Kondo, Kaoru had ambushed him and Chizuru. Ultimately, he had been shot in order to save Chizuru. He had been so lost in thought, that he had not noticed that Chizuru had left the room until she returned with Doctor Matsumoto and Yamazaki.

"So you're finally up? How are you feeling?", Matsumoto had asked Souji seriously while kneeling next to his futon.

"Well, considering that I'd just been shot, I feel wonderful", he replied with a smirk on his face. In response, Matsumoto furrowed his brows.

"You're condition isn't a laughing matter! You were severely wounded! You should start counting your blessings from now on", he reprimanded in an annoyed tone. Amused with his response, Souji chuckled.

"Okay! Okay! No need to get all pissy", he teased back. Despite his wounds, Souji was happy to be awake. He was teasing Matsumoto because he was glad that he had finally returned to reality. Matsumoto must have given up when he sighed.

"Well, even though your wounds are still critical, it's good to see that you _are_ recovering, at the very least", Matsumoto commented.

"That's good to hear. Oh, by the way, where am I?", Souji asked.

"You're in a house that I rented for you here in Edo. Although, I made sure that it was far enough from the town because you need to rest easily away from all the chaos in the streets", Matsumoto explained while examining Souji's wounds. _'That's right, we're in a war now'_, Souji remembered. Suddenly, an important thought came to his mind.

"Where's Kondo-san? You were taking care of him, right?", he asked anxiously.

"I was taking care of him, but right now he's recovering at Osaka Castle, to which the Shinsengumi and the Shogun had established as a base", Matsumoto answered.

"You should move me there too, if that's where everyone else is at right now", Souji suggested, but he meant it as a demand. Yamazaki focused his hard gaze on him.

"Give it a rest, Okita-san. If you were over there with everyone else, you wouldn't heal fast enough with all the calamity stressing you out. You'll only become a liability to everyone else and distract them from their duties", Yamazaki stated coldly. Souji returned his cold glare.

"What are you trying to say-", he started off in an annoyed tone, but Yamazaki cut him off.

"Besides, you shouldn't have to worry about Kondo-san. He's regained consciousness some time ago, and he's responding well. His injuries haven't healed completely yet, but he's now able to get back on his feet", Yamazaki added. Finally thinking rationally, Souji calmed down a little.

"He's right, Okita. The only thing you should focus on doing now is resting so you can recover swiftly, that way, you'll be able to rejoin your friends", Matsumoto agreed with Yamazaki. Souji only nodded his head in response, but he was still upset about not being with Kondo.

"Anyway, it's late already, and I need to get some rest for tomorrow. I still have other patients around the area to visit. So please, for both of our sakes, don't do anything reckless. Okay?", Matsumoto looked at Souji with demanding eyes.

"Yes Doc.", Souji agreed while rolling his eyes, then Matsumoto stepped out of the room.

"I'll go back to keeping watch outside. Try to get some rest too, Yukimura-kun", Yamazaki turned toward Chizuru.

"I will", Chizuru replied, but Yamazaki gazed at her suspiciously. After sighing, Yamazaki finally left, leaving Souji and Chizuru all alone.

"How's everyone doing?", Souji finally asked.

"I haven't been able to keep up with them lately, but I know they're all working hard, especially Hijikata-san. I heard that he hasn't been sleeping much, and he's also taken over Kondo-san's work", she responded. Souji frowned sadly.

"If only could be healed of my wounds... All I'm good at is killing, so if I can't even do that, I have no right to stand beside Kondo-san", Souji admitted, not even bothering to hide his true feelings. A bitter look formed on Chizuru's face when she heard him speak about his insecurities, but she quickly changed it.

"Please concentrate on getting well for now. You must be hungry, I'll go make you some porridge", Chizuru offered cheerfully while starting to get up, but Souji halted her advance.

"Wait a second, isn't it already late? You should probably be in bed right now. Besides, I'm not hungry at all", Souji stated with a hint of concern for her.

"Really? But you need to have something in your stomach... Let me at least make you some tea", Chizuru insisted. Souji could not help but smile at her perseverance.

"Okay, but make sure it's nice and warm", Souji finally gave in. Happily, Chizuru stepped out of the room, eager to make his tea. After a while, Chizuru returned with the tea she promised. She helped him sit up slowly, making sure he did not force himself, before handing him the cup of tea. He took a sip of the warm liquid, making sure he savored the delicious taste.

"It tastes good", he praised Chizuru warmly. A small blush stained her cheeks, forcing her to avert his gaze.

"Thank you. I'm glad you like it", she responded softly, but Souji noticed the proud smile on her face. How long had it been since she smiled like that? No matter how long, Souji had missed seeing it regularly. Throughout all the obstacles he has faced, it had been her smiling face that had kept him sane. Mentally, he promised to himself that he would do anything in his power to make sure she never lost that purity to herself.

The tea was satisfying to enjoy, but involuntarily, Souji's wounds had forced him to retire into another fitful sleep. For the next several days, he had managed to stay awake for several hours throughout the night, but exhaustion would get the best of him. Even in his sleep, the pain had haunted him. His dreams were nothing but darkness, but the bullet wounds panged throughout his entire body, often causing him to cringe and groan in his sleep. But while the pain ached him, there was a significant warmth that was always there beside him. He would often wake up to see Chizuru holding his shaking fingers for comfort while wiping sweat off his forehead. On one particular night, Souji woke in the same matter, but he could notice exhaustion displayed all over Chizuru's face when he shifted his hazy gaze toward her.

"...How are you feeling?", she asked softly in a seemingly cheerful way, but her tone could not mask her worry.

"Better than yesterday...I think", Souji replied honestly, but with a weak voice. The pain was too great that he could not even begin to describe it. Chizuru looked down on him with a doubtful expression.

"Are you sure? You aren't just saying that?", her voice lost any sign of cheerfulness.

"...I'm fine", he reassured her softly with a shaky, wry smile. In response, Chizuru squeezed her hand gently with his. He could have sworn that he had seen a glimmer of hope etched into her eyes.

"Is the sun down?", he asked her weakly.

"Yes, it is. Do you want to get up?"

"Yeah. If I just sit on my ass in bed all day, I'm never going to get better", Souji answered. He knew that getting up was the last thing Matsumoto would have wanted him to do, but he refused to surrender so easily to his injuries. Slowly and cautiously, Chizuru helped him steady as he sat up. He tried to hide his pain, but he could not resist wincing as he sat up. Nonetheless, he still turned toward Chizuru.

"...Hey, Chizuru-chan", he began.

"Yes?", she waited for his response.

"Can I ask you something?", he asked her politely.

"Huh?", Chizuru looked at him quizzically, probably finding it strange that he was actually asking for her permission.

"...Sure", she answered timidly. A grin formed on his lips when he began.

"Why is it that you're always here when I wake up?", he asked her curiously. Chizuru's lip quivered, but she remained silent.

"Well?", he insisted kindly while smiling in order to encourage her. She brought her head down slightly, but she still met his gaze shyly.

"...Is that...bad?", she responded timidly, but her answer made Souji roll his eyes at her.

"I didn't say that", he pretended to looked annoyed. He actually enjoyed Chizuru's presence, but he had been curious as to why she had been draining her own energy to take care of him. He brought his face closer to hers and narrowed his eyes slightly to study her. A small blush stained her cheeks due to the closeness of their faces, but his stare was so intense, she could not possibly avert her gaze. As he observed her face, he could easily notice dark circles under her eyes.

"...I just thought you might not be getting enough sleep because you're too busy taking care of me", he continued.

"That's...not true", she answered hesitantly. In hearing her response, Souji raised an eyebrow and looked at her with piercing eyes. It was plainly obvious that she was trying to lie.

"...Really", he added in a non-playful voice. Just as Chizuru opened her mouth to say something, a voice broke through behind her.

"She's lying", Yamazaki slid open the door and entered behind Chizuru, causing her to gasp in surprise.

"She's been too busy caring for you to sleep", Yamazaki explained to Souji.

"Y-Yamazaki-san?!", Chizuru peered at him nervously with a guilty expression. However, Yamazaki walked past her and focused his cold look on Souji.

"...You think maybe you could tell her to lay off a little, Okita-san? She needs some rest", he advised sternly. Although Souji had never liked listening to Yamazaki, he did agree with him on the fact that Chizuru needed to rest. After all she had been through, Souji felt concerned about her. He did not want to cause anymore trouble for her. He then stared back at Chizuru and grinned.

"Go get some rest", he commanded light-heatedly. Chizuru gazed up at him worryingly, and seemed unsure of what to do.

"I can't believe you'd both gang up on me like this!", she almost pouted like a child, making Souji's grin grow wider.

"Yeah, yeah. Stop whining. It's nighttime, and good girls should be asleep", he chided while trying to move to push her out of the room.

"I'll keep an eye on Okita-san. I want you to get some sleep, all right?", Yamazaki then turned to Chizuru. Souji lifted at brow at him.

"Oh, you'll keep an eye on me, huh... Not sure I like the sound of that, pal", Souji expressed himself sarcastically while snorting a laugh. Yamazaki gave him an annoyed glare as he thinned his lips. Chizuru stood motionless in front of them and looked at them sadly. Perhaps she was still unsure about leaving Souji, but he would not allow her to waste anymore of her energy.

"...What's wrong? Too scared to sleep alone?", Souji grinned at her mischievously, knowing well that she would dart out of the room totally embarrassed.

"No...", she answered shyly, but she had surprised Souji when she still stood in place. She looked at him one more time before shaking her head.

"All right...", she finally gave in. She had just started to turn to leave, when a sharp pang engulfed Souji's body. He tried to stifle a groan, but he could not succeed in keeping his balance. He had forced himself way too much already. The last scene he could remember was Chizuru looking back at him with wide and shocked honey-brown eyes. Involuntarily, his eyes rolled up into his head and he collapsed to the floor unconsciously...

The next night, Souji groaned in pain when he woke up. His eyes slowly fluttered open, and he shifted his gaze to the side where Chizuru would usually be sitting at. But she was not there. After spending time with her for the past few years, he knew that she would not have left his side after seeing him collapse. Just as he was wondering where Chizuru might have been, Matsumoto entered inside.

"You know, if you weren't so gravely injured, I would hit you so hard that you wouldn't be able to get out of bed for years", Matsumoto scolded Souji in an annoyed tone as he sat down beside him. Souji smirked in response.

"Wouldn't that defeat the whole purpose of me healing?", he teasingly asked. Matsumoto furrowed his brows.

"Just like how you did by getting up when I specifically told you not to?", he shot back.

"Another low blow, Doc.", Souji then chuckled. Later, he had asked where Chizuru was and had found out that she had traveled to her old home with Yamazaki to see if they could find any of Kodou's research that could be helpful to Souji's recovery. After changing Souji's bandages and examining him, Matsumoto looked at him seriously.

"Unfortunately, your wounds are still healing at a very slow rate, so you're going to have to stay in bed a little longer", Matsumoto stated. Souji sulked at hearing his analysis.

"But I'm a fury now, my wounds should have healed the moment after I'd been shot, right?", Souji questioned. A complex expression took form on Matsumoto's face.

"Normally so, for a fury. But your case is...different... I believe you're not healing fast enough because of the bullets that you were shot with. They were made out of silver, so maybe that's preventing your recovery", Matsumoto theorized. '_Silver?_', Souji thought quizzically. Silver bullets would have been awfully expensive to purchase. In fact, they were a rare object to purchase since anyone could buy regular bullets made from lead. Both types would have the same effect, but not on a fury. Kaoru must have known that all along.

"Well, you shouldn't look so down. In fact, you should consider yourself lucky to have had survived", Matsumoto tried to cheer Souji up.

"Lucky?", Souji questioned.

"Yes. If you weren't a fury, you would have certainly been killed right then and there. Even though you're healing slowly for a fury, it's still much faster than what a human body could do. In any event, you'll recover eventually", Matsumoto clarified warmly. Souji sighed.

"So there isn't anything that you could do to help me heal faster?", Souji asked bitterly.

"I'd like to, but I'm a human doctor", Matsumoto matched Souji's tone. But his sad look was quickly replaced by a more serious one.

"Since we're on the topic of furies, how have you been dealing with it so far?", Matsumoto asked.

"Besides my wounds, the only thing that has changed is the time that I wake up and go to bed", Souji answered. Matsumoto studied him seriously for a moment.

"So you haven't experienced any bloodlust yet?", Matsumoto narrowed his eyes. Souji remained silent for a long time. He had forgotten for a moment that furies would crave blood and would eventually go mad. His fate would be no different.

"...Not yet", he answered without meeting Matsumoto's gaze.

"I'm no expert with furies, but from what I've heard so far, there still isn't a cure that suppresses these impulses. I've already developed a type of medicine that can control the effects, but it's only a temporal measure", Matsumoto continued.

"I can produce more, but unfortunately, I had given all of my finished batches to Sannan-san. It would require some time for me to acquire the ingredients and brew a whole new batch", Matsumoto explained.

"So what you're saying is that if I were to have a bloodlust anytime soon, I'll have to suffer through it?", Souji inquired.

"Unless you were to drink blood, but I imagine that nothing good can come out of it by doing so", Matsumoto stated. Souji did not know how to answer back. Sooner or later- with blood or not- he believed that he would lose control. And when that day came, he would no longer be of service to Kondo or Chizuru. The thought made his stomach churn unpleasantly. But another sensation had reemerged in the back of his throat that was completely worse than what he had felt in his stomach. Suddenly, he was disturbed by a ragged cough. Tuberculosis...

"Are you okay?", Matsumoto asked with total concern. Souji only answered him with a nod.

"So you still have that disease, even though you're a fury...?", Matsumoto questioned, but Souji remained silent. Taking his silence as an answer, Matsumoto sighed.

"You know that you can't keep your illness hidden forever, Okita", Matsumoto went on. Finally, Souji met his eyes with a hard gaze.

"Does that mean you're planning on telling everyone else about it?", Souji asked in a hostile tone that was mixed with alarm.

"Don't worry, I plan on keeping my word to you. But are you aware that you can potentially hurt those who genuinely care for you? Especially Chizuru. I can tell that you're very dear to her. And I know that if she found out about your illness, knowing that you were trying to cover it up, it would break her", Matsumoto explained.

"I'm not asking you to tell her the truth, but as the man who has been entrusted to take care of her by her own father, I suggest that you keep her feelings in mind", Matsumoto beseeched. Souji listened carefully to every word the doctor spoke.

"It's because I consider her feelings that I precisely keep my illness hidden from her", Souji responded in a sure voice. Matsumoto looked at him in a dumbfounded expression, but Souji did not give him time to speak.

"I don't want her to worry about my illness. If she knew, she would do everything she could to take care of me and force herself until she falls over, completely exhausted. You saw her tired expression that had developed in just the past few days, right? Imagine what it'd be like for her if she knew that I'm sick. She'd meet her gravestone before I could die. I don't want her to overwork herself just for my sake. I haven't done anything that's worthy of her attention", Souji admitted.

"But that doesn't mean that I'm going to ignore her either. She has done so much for me than she even realizes. I don't know what I can do for compensation yet, but making her dread about my illness isn't a good place to start", Souji explained. Plus, he had wanted to keep seeing her smiling face. In no way would his illness bring her joy.

"...I understand", Matsumoto comprehended.

"But you know what they say, sometimes you get the bear...", Matsumoto began with a grin.

"...and sometimes the bear gets you", Souji finished the phrase with smile.

Later on, Chizuru and Yamazaki arrived back to the house from their quest. Unfortunately, they could not find anything regarding Kodou's research, so they came back empty-handed. However, Souji noticed that they were both on edge around him, especially when he brought up the conversation about their search. Souji was not stupid, he could tell that something had happened on their trip that they were not telling him about.

Somehow, they all had lost contact with the Shinsengumi, but they were to follow Hijikata's orders. Yamazaki left Edo to return to Osaka in order to check out the situation, while Souji and Chizuru remained. Eventually, Souji's wounds did heal, and he and Chizuru began making preparations to return to Kyoto. Souji was instructed to change into western garb because the enemy were also equipped with it, as well as modernized weapons. The time of swords and spears was drawing to an end. Nevertheless, Souji had decided that he would fight for Kondo, regardless of the odds.

Souji had cut his hair,-almost regrettably because that was his way of admiring Kondo, but orders were orders- which had now stopped halfway through his neck. It had stuck out from the back a lot, but he became used to it. Eventually, he ended up enjoying it because it was lighter, and it hardly got in his way. As he changed in his room, he carefully observed every detail of his new attire. He replaced his baggy green hakama for tight-fit black pants. Instead of the burgundy-red kimino top that was loose against him, he now wore a black, botton-down shirt with a light, sleeveless green kimono top under. To top it all off, Souji had put on a golden-yellow sleeveless coat with a standing collar. He marveled at the intricate red edges of fabric in between the creases. He also admired the intricate black and gold pattern that covered the inside of the garb, which had also folded over at the front. He held his clothes all together with his usual white sash that he had always worn to hold his swords. He was also given burgundy arm protectors, and wore leather boots instead of sandals. Although he missed his old attire, he had to admit that he could move faster, which could be advantageous in battle. He was about to head out the door when Chizuru walked in.

"Okita-san, are you ready-?", she cut herself off when she gawked at Souji with wide eyes. Souji then turned toward her.

"Well? How do these clothes look on me?", he asked with a charming smile. Out of embarrassment, Chizuru turned her head away to avoid his stare.

"...T-They look nice...", she commented shyly. Noticing her hesitation, a playful grin formed on Souji's face.

"You're saying I'm so damn good-looking that you've gone and fallen in love with me?", he asked her teasingly. Immediately, Chizuru whipped her head back around.

"N-no! No, no, no! N-not at all! T-that's not what I had meant!", Chizuru quickly denied his statement with a flustered expression. Pretending to look hurt and disappointed, Souji sulked.

"...Yeah. Guess not", he mumbled sadly. Chizuru's flush faded, and she looked at him with a sorrowful expression.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to upset you. What I meant to say was that...those clothes suit you nicely... You look very handsome", she admitted apologetically. Hearing her confession, a triumphant smile plastered across Souji's face.

"I see...", he added playfully, making Chizuru look away again in attempt to hide her already red face.

"Well anyway, we should get-", Souji was going to suggest leaving, but was interrupted by an alien feeling that coursed through his entire body. All of the sudden, his stomach felt like it was rotting, his pulse quickened, and his mouth felt dry. It had felt like he had been in a drought without any food or water. His chest felt like it was being cut open from the inside out. His throat burned like fire, and he felt like he had swallowed a pile of dry, grainy sand. He could hardly breathe.

"Okita-san? Okita-san!", Chizuru rushed to his side, but Souji forced himself away from her by pushing his back against a wall. Everything in his vision had darkened, but he could see the bangs of his hair shift into a horrid silver-white hue. For the first time, he was involuntarily experiencing a bloodlust.

"Okita-san!", Chizuru repeatedly called out to him in panic.

"This is it... This is what it truly means to be fury", Souji claimed in a raspy voice as beads of sweat rolled down his face. Deep within his veins, blood surged through like lava. He could hear the beat of his heart throbbing and banging heavily in pain. A sweet and rich, but forbidden and irresistible, scent caused his thirst to burn painfully like venom in his veins. The grand prize was only a few feet in front from him -only covered by the thin membrane of skin- that could be easily obtained by sinking his teeth... Souji shook his head. No, he would not allow himself to lose control in front of Chizuru. He now just realized that he was wailing and gasping in pain when he noticed Chizuru's terrified expression. He cupped his throat, as if he could smother the flames from the outside. The pain was inconceivable, but he forced himself to resist his carnal needs. Chizuru gazed at him with hesitant expression and fisted her hands. She gritted her teeth once before shaking her head and forming a determined look on her face. She slowly pulled out her sword and slid it slowly across the palm of her hand.

"What are you-?!", Souji started to question her with panic, but the sweet scent of blood engulfed his entire surroundings and exasperatedly clogged his nose. His mouth watered automatically, and he was compelled to launch his mouth on her wound, but he stubbornly resisted. Seeing his hesitation, Chizuru extended her hand openly to him.

"Please Okita-san, drink my blood! You'll feel better if you drink it!", she offered urgently. Souji forced himself to look away from the blood that slowly trickled down her palm and gazed at Chizuru disbelievingly. _'Why are you doing this?!_ _Why are you helping a monster?! Run away!',_ Souji wanted to voice his thoughts, but his throat had closed up from the scent. Souji gritted his teeth and closed his eyes, hoping that Chizuru would take her leave. But her scent never faded.

"I'm an oni, so this wound will heal quickly! I'll be fine!", she sounded so sure of herself, but Souji feared he would lose control if he did drink her blood. He finally opened his eyes to meet her pleading ones. Could blood actually help him? Countless thoughts went through Souji's head, but the agonizing urge for blood lingered on. Slowly and timidly, he crouched toward her. The crimson liquid stared back at him provokingly. Hesitantly, he reached up for her hand with trembling fingers.

"I'm sorry... But really,..thank you", he caressed her hand before giving a timid lick at her wound. His bones jolted in excitement as a shiver ran down his spine pleasantly. The wet blood had not tasted like iron, but rather a honey-sweet nectar. Apologetically and gratefully, his left hand stroked her wrist lightly while using his fingers from the other hand to fondle hers.

"Yours is the only blood I'll drink, and only when you choose to give it to me. I trust you", he swore to her. He kept licking the blood off her hand like she was a fragile statue on the brink of collapsing. She sighed almost inaudibly as he continued. The warmth of her blood radiated throughout his whole body, heating even his fingertips and toes. The sensation was pure ecstasy. He craved -_wanted_- more...

"...I promise you", he gave his oath to her. Their contract was sealed in blood. He would stay by her side, even if she ordered him away. At that time, he did not know what he could do for her to prove his usefulness to her. But he remembered that she did not want him by her side for his usefulness, there was something more. An urge deep within him wanted to discover that hidden trait that had lured Chizuru to him. He swore to himself that he would let no harm come to her. After all that she had done for him, it was the _least_ that she deserved. But Souji, in all his might, would do everything he could to keep her safe during the treacherous war. But both did not know that there was an even greater threat waiting for them beyond the war...

* * *

><p><strong>I know I said that this might have taken a while for me to write, but I couldn't resist my temptations (it might come and bite me in the ass later though...). Anyway, I hope that you guys enjoyed this chapter. Please reviewcomment what you thought of this chapter, and as always, have an awesome day!**


	21. Chapter 21

**Hey guys! I'm sorry about the wait, but like I said before, teachers love to cram in work before the holiday break. I've also been working on a project about the orcas in captivity (WATCH BLACKFISH ON NETFLIX, IT'S AMAZING! IT WILL CHANGE HOW YOU VIEW SEAWORLD). Anyways, I'm not sure how long the whole story will be at the end, but don't worry; there's still a lot of content that needs to get covered before the end. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 21: Change of Tides<p>

After composing his breath, Souji's arms flopped down. He did not realize that he still had a grip on Chizuru's hand until he accidently pulled her down to the floor. After a surprised gasp from Chizuru, Souji managed to catch her in time.

"Sorry-", he started to apologize when he heard a slight thud on the floor. Automatically, his eyes landed on a small folded piece of paper on the ground. It must have fallen from Chizuru's hakama when she tumbled, so naturally, Souji bent over to retrieve it. But Chizuru shot her hands with quick speed towards it, catching Souji by surprise. Immediately, he grabbed a hold of Chizuru's wrist before she had reached the paper. She look at him with an astonished expression, but his brows furrowed quizzically when he noticed the glint of guilt in her eyes.

"Um...", she darted her eyes nervously towards her detained wrist, but Souji did not let go. Instead, he focused his attention onto the paper again. After studying it for awhile, he discovered that the paper was a kind of container for a batch of some sort of medicine. Medicine was always contained in folded paper, as custom. However, Souji could not understand why Chizuru had looked convicted for accidently dropping some medicine. He released his grip on Chizuru's wrist and picked the small batch of medicine. By then, Chizuru glued her eyes on the floor to avoid any possible eye contact. Carefully, Souji opened the slip of paper and examined the grainy contents inside. The scent was faint, but it was repelling and bitter.

"Chizuru-chan, what's this?", he questioned, although he had some idea of what it could be. Chizuru did not perk her head up while her eyes remained trained on the floor. Souji narrowed his eyes slightly at her silence.

"Is this...Doctor Matsumoto's medicine...for furies?", he persisted further.

"...Yeah", she answered quietly without meeting his gaze. If she had that medicine all along, why did she not give it to him while he was suffering through a bloodlust? How did she even get that medicine? A million questions soared through Souji's head, but he only focused on one.

"Who gave this to you?", Souji asked seriously. He remembered that Matsumoto would have needed time to make a new batch of medicine for him, so it was impossible for Chizuru to have had acquired it from him. So if she did not receive it from Matsumoto, then who? Chizuru bit her lip as she slowly looked up at Souji timidly. Realizing that he was not going to get his answer so easily, Souji sighed.

"Please tell me, Chizuru-chan. I promise I won't get mad", he told her sincerely with a calm tone. She looked at him doubtfully, and remained silent for a moment. Perhaps she was debating whether to answer him or not.

"...Okay,...I'll tell you", she finally responded. Once both of them sat down, she inhaled deeply and began.

Her story started all the way back to when she and Yamazaki traveled to her old house. As expected, they found nothing related to her father's research of furies or the Water of Life. But on their way back, they encountered someone else. Late at night, the mysterious being knocked Yamazaki out cold on the ground. Chizuru's hands trembled when she explained to Souji who was following them. As a result, Souji's jaw clenched at the mention of_ his_ name.

Kaoru.

Whatever business he had in Edo, he took advantage of the situation to pay his sister a visit. Oddly enough, he did not make any attempt to threaten or hurt Chizuru. Instead he soured Chizuru with a wretched explanation about the life of a fury. Bloodlust was natural, but Kaoru blatantly expressed that a fury's torment would never end, and that resistance would eventually prove to be unsuccessful. That is, unless they were to drink blood. Kaoru then began to press ideas into Chizuru's head about Souji having painful bloodlusts and that blood could help to ease his pain. But not just _any_ blood, as Kaoru mentioned. The ultimate elixir would be an oni's blood.

Before Kaoru disappeared, he had given Chizuru the batch of medicine. Apparently, he was working side by side with Koudo, so it was no expense for him to obtain the medicine from someone who knew possibly everything about furies. But he strongly pointed out that the medicine was only a temporal measure, it would do little to relieve Souji's pain. Then as always, Kaoru vanished within the shadows.

After helping Yamazaki get back to Matsumoto's house, Chizuru was heavily shaken by fear and anxiety. She pleaded to Yamazaki not to tell anyone about what had happened, especially to Souji. So that was the big secret Chizuru and Yamazaki were trying to hide from Souji. After finishing her story, Chizuru averted her eyes from Souji's. He had listened quietly and had managed to keep himself calm. There was no real point for him to get angry over something that had already passed. Souji studied Chizuru thoroughly. Her face was still quilt-ridden, and it seemed as though she was expecting Souji to scold her. Instead, Souji just sighed and got up abruptly.

"Well, we better get going", Souji interrupted the sound of silence.

"Huh?", Chizuru looked at him in a confused manner.

"If we don't leave soon, the war will end before we even reach Kyoto", Souji clarified with a joke. He took a step towards the doorway of the room, but he felt Chizuru's hands encircle his arm.

"W-wait a minute. Aren't you mad at me?", she asked while halting his advance. Souji raised a brow.

"Hmm, do you want me to be mad at you? Because if you do, that would require me to punish you", his lips turned into a teasing grin.

"What?! N-no, no... I just thought that you were angry at me for not telling you about Kaoru-san sooner...", she dropped her head down while loosening her grip on his arm.

"...I'm not gonna lie, it's annoying that you kept this from me, but there's no point in me getting upset about this. As much as I don't like the kid, he didn't do anything to hurt you... At least not yet, anyway", he began to explain his perspective seriously.

"And no matter how insane he might be, he still offered you a solution to this madness. Although, he might have just suggested giving blood to me so I can survive long enough for him to try to torture me again. Either way, nothing bad happened to me when I drank your blood", he continued while Chizuru looked up at him with a surprised expression.

"Maybe he was planning to have you give me that medicine instead of your blood. For all we know, it could have been poisoned, considering he gave it to you for free and knowing that all he wants is to make the both of us suffer", Souji theorized.

"...I thought he could have done that too... But still, you're not mad at me for giving my blood to you instead of the medicine?", Chizuru questioned. Souji started laughing at her, and Chizuru furrowed her brows in frustration.

"Hey! This is serious! Why are you laughing?", she met his gaze sternly. Souji finally composed himself and looked at Chizuru directly in her eyes. She gasped slightly in surprise when Souji poked her forehead.

"Idiot, there's no way I could be angry at you", he explained with a warm smile while Chizuru stared at him in shock.

"Blood or medicine? It doesn't matter. I'm still grateful to you for saving my ass. You_ shouldn't_ feel guilty about wounding yourself for my sake. And you can talk about how 'you're an oni, so getting hurt isn't a big deal' all you want,...But to me, it _is _a big deal", Souji gazed at her with an intense stare.

"Besides, you gave me your blood because you thought that it would be the best solution, right? How could I stay angry at you for ending the hell I was experiencing? I already told you: _I trust you_. And I'll go on trusting you, without a doubt. From now on, you'll decide what to do with me whenever I go through a bloodlust again", he meant every word he articulated. Chizuru looked up at him with bewilderment, as well as a blush tinting her cheeks, which caused a warm grin to stretch across Souji's lips.

"Well, I think we covered enough of that, don't you think?", he patted Chizuru's shoulder as a friendly gesture. After the dilemma that they had went through in just a short while, a smile appeared on Chizuru's face.

"Yes", she nodded her head in agreement.

"Okay then, let's go", and with that, the two of them left to start off on their travels.

They exchanged farewells with Matsumoto. He told them that he would remain in Edo for some time, but eventually he would have to travel to military bases to tend to the wounded. Finally, after what had seemed like ages to Souji, he was returning back home.

Both Souji and Chizuru had to travel at sundown due to Souji's condition. Luckily, Chizuru managed to get some sleep throughout the day, so the two of them were able to cover a good amount of distance at night. They were only a few miles away from the port that could take them to Kyoto.

"If we keep going at this pace, we'll reach the harbor before the sun rises", Souji commented.

"Thank goodness, we'll finally be reunited with the rest of the Shinsengumi", Chizuru added cheerfully. From the dirt road that they were treading, they could spot a figure approaching them from the opposite direction. It was a middle-aged man who was hauling an immense amount of baggage on a horse. He looked like he was in hurry, almost as if he were trying to run away from something. Curiosity got the best of Souji, and he blocked the man's path.

"Hey. Where are you going with all this stuff?", Souji motioned at the horse.

"Anywhere away from the capital, it's no longer safe there", the man answered in an whirled tone. Souji stared at him in shock.

"Now, if you'll excuse me, I've got to get moving", the man nudged past Souji's shoulder roughly and pulled on the horse's reins. Souji was filled with alarm. He had to get answers from the man. Souji grabbed the horse's saddle to stop the man's progression.

"Now you wait a minute. What do you mean the capital's no longer safe?", Souji questioned, but desperation could be heard on the edge of his voice. The old man spun around angrily towards Souji.

"Get your damn hands off my horse! I have no time to chatter with a stupid brat like you!", the man stubbornly declined and lifted his staff in a threatening gesture. Of course to Souji, it was not a problem at all. Souji pulled out his sword swiftly and sliced through the staff easily. The force of his swing caused the man to lose balance and land on his rear.

"You bastard-!", the man started to rage but gasped in fear when Souji pointed the edge of his sword towards him.

"Don't get me in a bad mood, old man. I asked you a question, didn't I? I don't like repeating myself", Souji teased him while nearing his sword to the man.

"Okita-san, what're you doing?! You don't have to get so carried away!", Chizuru pleaded behind Souji.

"Eh? But if I don't, this guy will never tell us what's going on", Souji started to play on the folds of the man's kimono with his sword.

"O-okay! Okay! I get it! I'll tell you everything I know!", the man pled in fear. Souji drew his sword away from the man but still held it out.

"Well? What's going on?", Souji asked more seriously as the man got up.

"Where do I start?...I guess it all happened since the Battle of Toba-Fushimi. The Aizu clan fought against the Sacho alliance, but things didn't go the way they were supposed to. Long story short, the Sacho alliance won despite the Bakufu army having more men, but that was because they were equipped with modern artillery. Soon afterwards, what was left of the Bakufu and their reinforcements all fled to Osaka. They tried to gather more reinforcements, but...", the man's hand clenched in anger.

"...The Sachos instantly became the new Imperial army", man gritted his teeth as he spoke. Souji's and Chizuru' eyes widened at the sudden news.

"...But how? What about the Emperor?", Souji asked with disbelief.

"It was the Emperor who declared them the new Imperial Army! _He_ was the one who told various clans to take up arms with them!", the man clarified angrily.

"The Bakufu are now considered traitors and the Sachos are now part of the loyalist army", the man continued.

"That's impossible!", Chizuru exclaimed. The man only looked at her with a sad expression.

"It's only a matter time now. Soon the Imperial Army will crush the Tokugawa Bakufu and take their place", there was no indication of hope in the man's voice.

"How can you say that?!", Chizuru tried to deny his statement.

"Well for starters kid, the Shogun left us!", the man replied bitterly. Souji was left speechless. Out of all people, why the Shogun?

"How do you expect the Bakufu army to keep fighting when their Supreme Commander fled like a dog with his tail in between his legs?!", the man raised his voice.

"What about the Shinsengumi? What happened to them?", Souji asked with concern.

"They were forced to leave Osaka and flee to Edo. From what I heard, the Shogun's departure and a low inventory of supplies considerably decreased morale. Anyway, the Shogunate ordered them to fight in Koufu Castle. But the last I heard about them, they were losing to the Imperial Army, so they sent their vice commander to retrieve more recruits in Edo", the man explained.

"Hijikata-san?", Souji questioned.

"Yeah. As for the rest of the Shinsengumi, they are still in Koufu Castle, I think", the man answered.

"That means everyone is still fighting...", Chizuru added silently. There was a long moment of silence among them.

"...Well, that's all I know. Now can I leave?", the man asked Souji in an annoyed tone.

"Do whatever you want, I don't care", Souji replied harshly. The man snickered and grabbed the reins of his horse and walked away. Chizuru watched him descend into the night while Souji started to tread towards the opposite direction.

"Okita-san?", Chizuru questioned, but Souji didn't face her.

"We better get to Koufu Castle quickly", Souji replied urgently while furrowing his brows.

"Are you alright, Okita-san?", she must have sensed Souji's irritation. In response, he fisted his hands.

"...Kondo-san's all alone while Hijikata-san runs off to Edo?", it took all of his effort to avoid sneering.

"Might as well be handing him to the Imperial Army on a silver platter...", he added sarcastically, but there was sense of sadness within his voice. How could Hijikata leave Kondo at a time like this? The thought plagued Souji's mind.

"Okita-san... But you know Hijikata-san's-", Chizuru started to talk, but Souji cut her off. He knew exactly what she was going to say.

"Yeah, yeah, I know. He's going to get reinforcements. It's just...", he could not help himself to think that something bad could happen to Kondo while Hijikata was away. What if he got shot again? This time the Shinsengumi has more enemies than Itou's men. The entire Imperial army was against them, perhaps soon all of Japan. Abandoning Kondo was like gift wrapping a prized possession to the Sachos. Souji's mind reeled with negative outcomes of Kondo's situation, until Chizuru's voice broke his train of thought.

"Kondo-san trusts Hijikata-san to come back, just like he trusts you to come back", Chizuru assured. Souji's eyes widened once more at her words. She was right. He could not mope about Hijikata's absence. They were all doing their very best to help Kondo. Kondo must be eagerly awaiting Souji's return. He was expected to put in his best effort just like everyone else, for Kondo's sake. Chizuru's words reignited his desire to rejoin Kondo instead of mentally reprimanding Hijikata.

"Chizuru-chan..., I think you're right. Let's get back to Kondo-san, then", he finally turned around and smiled at Chizuru.

"Yes!", she agreed enthusiastically. She ran to Souji's side, and the two of them proceeded towards Koufu Castle. They took no breaks until the sun was hanging slightly over the horizon. But as soon as dusk approached, the two continued on with haste. They advanced cautiously, for they could easily bump into the Imperial Army at any given moment. But the army was the least of their problems. Souji's bloodlust kept reemerging. Every time it happened Chizuru would cut the same wound on her hand and offer him blood. He caressed the hand that had given so much to him, the hand that genuinely cared for him. He would curse himself if something horrible happened to Chizuru. He swore to himself after every lick and taste of her sweet blood that he would always protect her. There was no backing out of his promise. No matter what they would encounter, he would stay by her side.

Unfortunately, when flickers of hope started to rise within Souji and Chizuru, a foul storm would continuously try to see the two to their demise. Unknowingly, it would not be the Imperial Army that would ensue that chaos...

* * *

><p><strong>I hope you enjoyed this chapter! I know it was a little short, but I can guarantee that the next chapter will be promising! The next post will most likely be around Friday-Sunday (don't start singing Rebecca Black here, hahahaha jk). From what I can tell so far, the story will definitely go on for at least another five chapters (but that's a rough estimate, for all I know, it may end up being like ten). Regardless, please reviewcomment what you thought of this chapter (I really appreciate any form of critique). As always, have an awesome day!**


	22. Chapter 22

**Hey guys! I've been busy this entire week, so I'll apologize in advance if there are any errors. Anyway, I don't have anything else to say so... Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 22: The End is Black<p>

The night was abnormally cold and wet. Fog spread thickly across the forest trail, leaving dew on the dark grass. Despite the exotic coolness, the air was clean and fresh to breathe in. This was one of the moments when Souji was thankful to have leather boots instead of his old sandals. It was hard to see past the fog because the trees had also blocked the moon's light. The setting was eerie as well. Branches hanging from trees had seemed darker than ash, almost illustrating them as long slender fingers that could easily reach out and grasp their victim. Chizuru did not dare to wander far away from Souji's side, but neither could he blame her. For some unknown reason, he was filled with angst. The forest was strangely quiet. Sure, it was late at night, and no one in their right mind would dare to walk through the forest at this hour. However, life could have still existed within the shadows. Bats should have been swarming out of their caves. Owls should have hooted and swooped down for their prey. Even the light sound of crickets chirping should have been sung throughout the night. But there was not a single noise, the night only sounded like death.

The only noises that were heard were Souji's and Chizuru's footsteps rustling through the damp grass. But other than that, nothing.

In front of them, Souji could spot a thick trail of fog that had engulfed the wicked trees ahead. Souji slowed his pace and proceeded with caution. His surroundings usually never bothered him, but he could tell that something was off. Instinct led him to stop. He squinted his eyes slightly to focus on the fog. It drifted slowly among the tree barks.

"Okita-san?", Chizuru called out to him softly, but his gaze remained trained on the fog. He studied its dull veil carefully. Within the cloud, he noticed specks of white starting to emerge. At first, he thought it was a random hue from the fog, but the white became more vivid and solid. Instantly, he recognized the ghostly white and silver color of hair.

"Chizuru-chan, get behind me", Souji commanded seriously. Without objection, she obediently stepped behind his back. Through the cloudy fog, luminous eyes glowed a dangerous scarlet. Slowly and stalking, the outline of a band of furies stepped towards them.

"Furies...?", Souji pondered out loud. What business did the furies have here? Souji observed their attire carefully. All of them were equipped with western garb and swords, but some of them held guns. If they were from the Rasetsu unit, Sannan-san or Heisuke would have been leading them. But both were not present.

"They aren't with us...", Souji noted. Judging by the way they drew their swords and pointed their guns at Souji and Chizuru, they were clearly not part of the Shinsengumi.

"Then...who are they with?", Chizuru asked Souji. The real question was: _who_ could get this many furies together? If it was not the Shinsengumi, the only other two people that could be held liable were Koudo or Kaoru.

"It must be either your old man or Kaoru... I don't know of anyone else who could create this many all together...", Souji answered. Regardless of who created them, both Souji and Chizuru were not in the right situation to debate that discussion.

"They could be close, then. We need to move", Souji stated while reaching for the hilt of his sword. The furies stepped closer towards him.

"Get back", he directed at Chizuru, who nodded her head in agreement and ran to a tree bark to distance herself. Some of the furies tried to follow her, but Souji blocked their path.

"Don't even think about it", a playful grin took form on Souji's face. By then, he had already drawn his sword.

"I'm kinda in a hurry, I can't be wasting my time with you", Souji chided. _'I have to get to Kondo-san'_, Souji reminded himself.

"So if any of you try to stop me,...it'll be the last thing you ever do", he kept his grin, but his tone was as cold as ice. Then a fury charged towards him. Effortlessly, Souji dodged the oncoming blow. In a swift motion, he hurled his sword right through the fury's throat, killing it instantly. All of the sudden, more furies advanced to attack Souji. They might have had an oni's strength, but none could compare to Souji's talent. Souji could block all of their blows and just as easily as he could counter them. The grass became even more slippery with blood, but Souji had incredible balance and excellent footing. His aim was perfect, hitting only the vital areas of the furies' bodies. The occasional sound of guns went off, but Souji was able to escape from their range. He took extra precaution with the gunmen because he did not want to take his chances of being hit by silver bullets again.

He staggered all in his way. The furies' cough of blood and wails were their only reply. A sword grazed Souji's skin lightly. The cut stung, but it vanished just as fast as it had sliced. It was a bloodbath, like many others before. It was customary, a lifestyle for Souji. He could almost feel Chizuru's awe-struck expression on him, he did not even have to turn around to know that she feared him. Perhaps she looked at him that way because there was not a slight difference between him and the other furies. They were all monsters that thrived at night. A dark death was all that was certain to them.

Souji had cut down all of the furies but one. It tried to flee from Souji, but Souji knew better than to show mercy to an abomination. Souji almost slipped and fell from surprise when the fury changed directions. It was running towards Chizuru.

Holding a sword above its head, the fury looked menacingly insane. It was a foul and wretched creature. With a lunatic laugh, the fury jumped in front of Chizuru. She shut her eyes as her scream broke through the night. The sound of a blade piercing through flesh was the next dark sound.

With hatred, Souji pulled his sword back from the fury's heart. Chizuru slowly opened her eyes and looked confused for a moment, she was expecting to feel the crash of a blade go through her. But her eyes widened instantly when the fury's body plopped down to the ground, revealing Souji's standing figure.

A prudent monster was what could have made Chizuru gasp. In the night's embrace, the glowing silver hair gleamed through its folds. Ugly red eyes met innocent ones. Souji looked at Chizuru blankly. For an agonizing moment, the two were speechless. Silence returned and the fog lifted, allowing the moon's spotlight to encircle Souji and Chizuru. Just when the night had settled, a demented giggle resounded eerily through the looming trees. Both Chizuru's and Souji's head snapped towards the sound.

"That was quite an entertaining performance you just gave, Okita", Kaoru came into view from the shadows. Automatically, Souji tightened the grip on his sword.

"But sadly, that was too short. It almost looked like you were rushing through things. I wanted to see more", Kaoru pretended to pout.

"Come now, the Shinsengumi can wait a bit... Won't you play with me a little first?", a split smirk crossed Kaoru's face as he drew his sword.

"Kaoru?!", Chizuru exhaled out in disbelief. At least she dropped the "san" in his name.

"Speak of the devil...", Souji muttered out loud.

"I just came by to see how you were doing, Okita", Kaoru stepped forward and examined the mound of corpses on the ground.

"There is _a lot_ of blood here, isn't there? Aren't you feeling a little...twitchy?", he almost purred. Souji looked at Kaoru disapprovingly.

"So? I've been swimming in blood since I first picked up a sword", Souji retorted nonchalantly. Then his gaze hardened and he readied himself into a fighting stance.

"I'm really starting to get sick of your bullshit. I think today's gonna be the day you die", Souji stated with his wicked grin and lunged towards Kaoru, despite hearing Chizuru gasping at his proclamation. He did not care what feelings she reserved for Kaoru. No matter the bond that held them together, it would not change Souji's motive to kill the one who has been an obstacle to him.

When their swords clashed, the force of the impact was so strong that it had caused the wind to bellow around Souji and Kaoru. The fleeting leaves danced around them. The fury and the oni, a battle between two monsters. The sound of steel on steel exploded continuously in their ears. It had shifted into the hard noise of metal grinding of sword sliding against sword. Every time they broke apart, Souji swung his sword down in a hard cut toward Kaoru. But at the last second, Kaoru managed to intercept each blow. However, Souji swung relentlessly. Each blow was meant to slice and kill. The wind whistled past their blades as they moved. Sparks flew, and both opponents leapt back and struck again. Despite Kaoru's sword flickering up to meet Souji's, he was being pushed back. The difference in strength was highly noticeable, even so, Kaoru kept smiling maliciously. Souji did not give Kaoru's expression much thought, the only thing important to him was to see the boy's body lie dead on the ground.

Souji kept striking fiercely and continued to push Kaoru back. Kaoru took an opportunity to distance himself from Souji. He chuckled in amusement for some strange reason. His giggling progressively became louder until he found himself laughing.

"Interesting... You're very impressive, Okita. You've gotten a lot faster since the last time I saw you. Tell me, have you been drinking blood?", Kaoru spoke after he composed himself. Souji scoffed in response.

"You just don't know when to quit, do you? You really that anxious to die?", Souji retorted teasingly.

"Every drop of blood makes you strong, but once you've had a taste, the bloodlust gets harder to resist", Kaoru matched Souji's tone. Souji was left speechless. He did feel stronger every time he drank from Chizuru, but he now just realized that his bloodlusts have not subsided.

"And I'm afraid it's aaaall downhill from there. See, if you don't drink blood, then the pain just gets worse...", Kaoru continued.

"...What are you trying to say?", Souji questioned coldly.

"If you don't want to go mad, you have to drink an oni's blood... Wouldn't that be an easy solution?", Kaoru pressed on playfully.

"W-Wait...what do you mean...?", Chizuru asked nervously from behind.

"Oni or human, blood is just blood. Yours won't save him. Nothing can save him. He'll drink till he goes mad!", Kaoru exclaimed. Blood ran coldly through Souji's veins. How could he not see past Kaoru's scheme? He guessed Kaoru might have done something, but he underestimated him. His hand clenched around his sword. Without thinking, Souji charged directly towards Kaoru. Kaoru mimicked the same movement.

Souji hurled his sword towards Kaoru's heart with brute force. It was a perfect aim, a swing that could not miss. In an instant, it could take away Kaoru's life. But at the last moment, Kaoru changed his footing.

Souji's sword pierced nothing but the cold and empty air.

His eyes flew wide in astonishment. His head turned to the track that Kaoru had taken. Kaoru's feet were light and nimble enough that he was able to escape Souji's blow. But he did not counter. Instead, he leapt towards Chizuru.

Souji was still moving forward from his lunge. The weight of his body prevented him to stop and change directions. All he could do was watch the next events unfold before him.

While he moved, Kaoru sheathed his blade. Still, he landed right in front of Chizuru. In a swift and unpredictable motion he grabbed Chizuru's shoulder from the side, pulling her back. She gasped as she lost her balance, but Kaoru kept his hold on her. Her gasp was interrupted and replaced by a gurgling sound. It was then that Souji had noticed that Kaoru had pulled out a vial and forced a substance down Chizuru's throat.

Her eyes widened in shock, while a villainous smile took form on Kaoru's face.

"Now you'll feel my pain...", he hissed.

Scarlet liquid splattered all over Chizuru's mouth. By now, it was clear to everyone what it was, but Souji was too shocked to believe in what he had just seen.

"What the hell?!", he whispered disbelievingly. Horrible laughter from Kaoru filled the night once again.

"Ha ha aha ha ha! What's wrong, you don't remember this vial?", Kaoru let Chizuru fall to ground while he held up the vial, which only contained a few droplets of the blood-like liquid.

"Now you're both furies! You should thank me, you know, Okita. You'll finally have someone to go through this ordeal with. This is a brotherly act of kindness, don't you think so?", Kaoru continued mockingly.

"You son of a bitch!", Souji snarled harshly through his grinding teeth. His body shook violently with rage. The grip on his sword tightened to its fullest extent, making his knuckles turn white.

With an animalistic cry, Souji charged forward once again, but the distance between Kaoru and him was long. Kaoru jumped away easily and landed on the opposite end of the clearing. Souji gave the most menacing glare he could, filled with loathing and disgust, but Kaoru merely smiled.

"I wonder... What will happen to an oni who drinks the Water of Life?", his gaze shifted towards Chizuru's crouching body.

"Will you go mad too?", before Souji could charge again, Kaoru disappeared within the forest as he let darkness cloak him. His laughter echoed throughout the woods, before everything fell silent once more.

Souji trembled in anxiety and rage. Kaoru had tricked Souji into drinking blood, he turned Chizuru into a fury, what was next? Hasn't he had enough of this madness? Souji could not understand Kaoru's motives, but neither had he taken any interest in doing so. He wanted to run into the woods and claw at anything that could resemble Kaoru, but Chizuru's coughing interrupted his train of thought.

"Chizuru-chan!", Souji spun around ran to her. He dropped his sword and held onto her shoulders. She groaned and gasped in pain as Souji very well knew from personal experience what was happening to her. Desperately, she kept coughing and cupped her throat as if she could spit out the venom that had intoxicated her, but she did not succeed. Souji watched in terror as he noticed the tips of her roots beginning to turn white. But unexpectedly, the horrid color receded back to its dark hue.

"Chizuru-chan?!", Souji kept calling out to her, but her head remained bopped down while she tried to regulate her breathing. He lowered his hands to grip her arms, and in response, Chizuru held onto his forearms tightly. He watched in anxiety and suspense when her body finally calmed down. Slowly and steadily, she lifted her head up.

Souji let out a sigh of relief when he gazed into her normal honey-brown eyes. Even if she had become a fury, a warm feeling brewed inside of him when seeing that a part of her usual self had remained.

"Chizuru-chan?", he called out to her softly. He wanted to ask if she was alright, but refrained himself, knowing that that kind of question was too obvious to even ask. She was a fury. How the hell could she be alright? She nodded her head slowly.

"Yes, I'm okay", she answered weakly. Her face was damp with sweat, she looked exhausted, causing Souji's stomach to churn uneasily.

"C'mon, let's try to get you up", Souji suggested. He slowly stood up while holding her arms gently but still firm, as if a simple gust of wind could break her. She held on to his arms to help steady herself as she got up. She was halfway up when rays of the sun, signifying the crack of dawn, started to shine through the forest. Almost immediately, Chizuru's legs gave out again, but Souji's grip prevented her from staggering. Of course, the day was a fury's enemy. It was a form of punishment to a fury. A horrible curse.

The sun had weakened Souji as well, but he had been a fury for some time now, he could defy the sun momentarily. Chizuru, on the other hand, did not have such a privilege. She winced on the ground as the beams of light stung her like poisonous needles. She laid there dazed. Souji held her tightly to him, as if he could block the sun's rising force. Already were Chizuru's eyes closing, but she tried desperately to stay awake. Seeing her struggle, Souji carried her to the edge of trees, away from the discomposed bodies of the furies. He leaned her against a tree bark that casted a shadow away from the intruding light. But it did little to relieve Chizuru of any tension. Still, she tried to fight against the sun's affect. Souji felt like a dagger was cutting away at his gut when he watched her struggle. The sight was overbearing.

"It's okay, you can sleep now, I'll keep watch", he tried to soothe her, but nothing could mask his worry.

"...B-But...what about the...the Shinsengumi...? We have to get to them soon", she spoke out in ragged breaths as she tried to push herself up, but Souji forced her down.

"Don't worry about that, what you need now is rest. We can deal with that when the sun sets, okay?", he assured her, but Chizuru looked at him doubtfully.

"But what about you?", she asked weakly.

"I'll be fine, I promise", he tried to smile, but he felt like his entire body was being beaten down by quilt. He kept his smile until Chizuru succumbed to her tiredness. He had watched over her as she slept in the previous days, and he marveled at how she looked at peace, like a child without a care in the world. But seeing her now was distressing. Exhaustion and dread consumed her entire frame, even while she was resting. Souji remained crouched in front of her, ignoring the rays of light that hit his face.

He clenched his mouth shut to prevent a sob from escaping past his mouth. Never before had he felt so weak. This was nothing like his dark and corrupted childhood, or his endless days of creating a false image of himself for Kondo. He had let his urge for killing get the best of him, but consequently, he had let Kaoru turn Chizuru into a fury. In self-loathing, he shut his eyes tightly, gritted his teeth, and tore out the grass from underneath him.

Because of him, he had endangered the one he had desired to protect. Never before had he experienced a great amount of remorse for his failure. He wanted to protect Chizuru, but in the end, he could not...

Because of him, Chizuru was now forced to suffer the same dark fate. She was meant to live on happily for the rest of her days, but now, her nights would only be filled with pain and despair, until her imminent end.

The end for all things living is black. What lies beyond life is mysterious and unknown, just like a cloud of darkness. An ending is supposed to imply new beginnings, but could there be a future for furies? In the dark pit of their existence, could there ever be light? To Souji, the only thing that waited for them was a future darker than black.

Souji shook his head in denial. No, he could not accept that fate, not for Chizuru. He knew all along that all he had to look forward to was hell, he accepted that truth the moment he first killed someone, but he did not want to drag Chizuru with him. The girl was practically free of sin, the last thing she needed was to be tied down by the curse of the Water of Life.

There had to be something he could do, there had to be something that could cure Chizuru. With newfound determination, he pledged to find the solution to their madness. His perseverance was not born from guilt, but rather, his bond to Chizuru that made him see himself differently gave him strength. It was hard for him to describe that link, but he followed his intuition.

He forced himself to stay awake throughout the rest of the day while he guarded over Chizuru. His exhaustion washed away when the moon and stars rose. He got up gently from where he had laid on the grass. Unlike the night before, the environment was warm and restless. The music of the night filled the warm summer air. Souji became alert when he heard Chizuru shuffle against the ground. Her eyes fluttered open, and she took her time to observe her surroundings. It must have left her in awe, seeing the world differently as a fury. Her eyes finally focused on Souji, who was peering over at her nervously.

"Do you feel a little bit better now?", he tried to ask her calmly, but still with a hint of concern.

"Yes", she answered normally, settling the turmoil within Souji's gut.

"Good! Now let's get going", he offered a hand to her, which she took to help herself up. He did not let go until he knew that she was fully coordinated. He started to gently push her towards the opposite direction of their initial path, which confused Chizuru.

"Wait, Okita-san...", she began in a weary tone.

"Hmm? What is it?", he replied to her light-heartedly.

"Isn't Koufu Castle that way?", she pointed behind her.

"Yes it is", Souji answered blatantly, still nudging Chizuru towards the other way.

"...Then where are we going?", she asked. Souji raised a brow and grinned, he had to take this opportunity.

"Eh? Are you judging my skills in navigation?", he asked her in a serious tone, but his plan was to start teasing her.

"N-No, but where're you taking me?", she tried to hide her embarrassment, but she unintentionally created another opening for Souji.

"Well let's see... Traditionally, I'm supposed to take you on a futon, but the nearest inn is several miles away. But I suppose we could hide behind the bushes, if you're that eager", he smiled mischievously while inching his face closer to hers. With record-breaking speed, she backed away while her face literally glowed red, even in the dark.

"T-That's not funny! I didn't mean it like _that!_", she tried reprimanding him, but there was nothing she could do to hide her embarrassment. Souji could no longer contain his laughter. In response, Chizuru started to stomp away in frustration.

"C'mon Chizuru-chan, you just make it so easy for me, I couldn't possibly resist", Souji started to walk after her. Stubbornly, she still refused to stop, but Souji eventually caught up to her.

"Slow down", he took hold of her wrist and spun her around. He held her closely to him, making a blush reemerge on her face.

"Would it make you feel better if I apologized?", he asked with a warm smile. Chizuru bowed her head down to avoid his alluring gaze.

"N-No, it's fine, I know you're sorry", she answered shyly. Souji finally let go of her wrist. He loved teasing her again, her responses were still the same. Even if she had become a fury, she was still the same typical Chizuru that he knew.

"We're going back to Edo", Souji stated after a short silent moment.

"Huh?", she perked her head up.

"You asked where we're going, right? So we're going back to Edo", Souji restated.

"But why? What about getting back to Kondo-san?", she asked desperately.

"Doctor Matsumoto might still be in Edo, maybe he could figure out someway to break free from this craziness", he did not even have to say the word "fury" to get his meaning across. Chizuru fell silent for a moment.

"But what about finding Kondo-?", she started but Souji but her off.

"Don't worry. I have faith in Kondo-san. I'm sure he can manage without me. I'm trusting Hijikata-san too, for all we know, he could be back with recruits. If Kondo-san trusts him, then I'll trust in him too", Souji explained.

"Besides, what's important now is finding Doctor Matsumoto for your sake. I'll be damned if I let you keep running around as a fury", he smiled reassuringly to her, but he felt no sense of joy inside of him. For a moment, Chizuru looked at him doubtfully until she sighed.

"Okay, then let's go", she replied with a smile, a smile that Souji had yearned to see again. With that, the two had set off on their journey again.

Somehow, the effects of the Water of Life did not seem to have that much of a toll on Chizuru, only sunlight slowed her down, but Souji kept a watchful eye on her. Maybe her oni blood was slowing down the transformation, either way, Souji was determined to end it. He would not allow her to live out the rest of her days rotting away.

Death was the only thing certain in this world, there was no escaping it. Black is the only end, but that did not mean Chizuru had to live in gloom until her death. Souji would do anything to make sure that she never altered, even if it did cost him his own life.

But he had to focus on the present, he could not spend his time questioning everything on every turn. Saving Chizuru was his top priority. So the two descended into the darkness, having darkness as their only companion. But how long would they be surrounded by its heavy cloak? They pressed on towards Edo, unaware of the truth that waited for them there...

* * *

><p><strong>Sorry for the wait, but I hope that this chapter could make up for it! I'm not sure when I'll post the next chapter, but I'll try to squeeze it in before the month ends. Anyway, I hope that you guys have a fantastic holiday season, and I wish you all a happy new year (I wish I could sing Christmas carols for all of you, but you probably don't want to hear my awful voice...)! Please reviewcomment, and as always, have an awesome day!**


	23. Chapter 23

**Hello! I've been having server issues so I haven't been able to log in regularly to revise my work, so there might be a few errors. Anyway, I hope you've had a wonderful Christmas (if you don't celebrate it, then I hope you've had an awesome day). I hope this chapter serves as a small reward for your patience. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 23: The Unexpected<p>

_I don't know where I am, but I know I'm running. I can't see where, but I don't stop. I don't know where I'm going, but I'm filled with an undying urge to escape from something. I try to question what it is that I'm running from, but all of the sudden, I don't care anymore._

_I'm not alone._

_I feel another set of fingers intertwining around my hand. With a quick glance, I look back, curious to see who I'm running along with. I wish a smile would've formed on my face, but for some reason that I'm not sure of, I'm filled with anxiety and angst instead._

_Chizuru-chan is running with all her effort to keep up with my pace, so I squeeze my hand tighter around hers. I won't leave her behind. Getting away with her is my only priority._

_I still can't figure out where we're going or what it is that we're trying to escape from. The only thing surrounding us is darkness, but still we run._

_That is, until a low chuckle echoes around us._

_It seems familiar to me, but I can't put a face to it, either way, I wasn't expecting it. I keep myself composed, but I know that I'm uneasy. I hang on edge when the low voice focuses to a certain spot in front of me and Chizuru-chan._

_Then I see them. The glowing red eyes that have killed many stand out in the black environment. Eyes that I wish I can pulverize._

_An evil smirk spreads across Kazama's face when he sees me._

_I place my hand on the hilt of my sword, ready to charge if I must, which I'm more than willing to do. It's been awhile since I've seen him, but time didn't erase any grudges I have for him. But despite my personal issues that I have with him, there's a more important reason as to why I get defensive._

_He's here for Chizuru-chan. The bastard can only think with his lower half instead of his head._

_I hate how he automatically believes that Chizuru-chan is his. Like a toy a bratty kid plans to show off. His arrogance is superior to mine, but his comes from status of bloodline. In his eyes, everything that doesn't interest him is worse than a peasant. I can't hardly care less what he thinks about me, his insults mean nothing to me, but I despise how he looks at Chizuru-chan._

_To him, Chizuru-chan is a mere possession. I can feel blood boil throughout my veins, but I know how to mask my feelings. I've done so for most of my life._

_I know I can kill him. After all, I'm no longer human anymore. Even though he's an oni, there's still a chance for me to pierce his heart. And I won't miss that opportunity._

_When I plan to lunge towards him, his nasty smirk fades away when he shifts his bloody gaze to Chizuru-chan._

_I can't understand his expression. I expected his eyes to be filled with lust and greed, but instead, his eyes are filled with pity. I turn to follow his gaze, and my face runs cold by what I see next._

_She's trembling violently, and her eyes fly up wide with a lunatic stare. They aren't focused on anything in particular, which worries me. Her hair, that was usually held back in an orderly ponytail, is now loose and disheveled. She starts wailing unintelligibly, and her hands clench around random locks of hair._

_I feel like my stomach is rotting just by the horrible sight. But then, the vibe progressively becomes worse. _

_I recognize the sensation. My throat dries up to the point where I feel like I'm being burned alive. I know what's happening to me, so I crouch down to try to restrain myself._

_I catch a glimpse of my hair turning into a shiny silvery white hue, and I bet my eyes have transformed into a beastly red._

_Even in this state, I don't want to keep my eyes off Chizuru-chan. She must be experiencing the same situation that I'm in right now. A bloodlust. _

_Kazama regards us differently. His features are stoic, but his eyes relay his inner thoughts. They're glazed with loathing and disgust. I can't blame him, though. Right now, we're worse than insects to him. As he would say it, we're "abominations"._

_I try to move myself in front of Chizuru-chan, but Kazama sees me and kicks me away vigorously. I ignore the pain, but I snarl and growl viciously at him. I surprise myself, I don't sound anything like myself. I sounded more feral than any beast alive, it was so alien and strange to me. It seems as though a devil has taken over my body. But I don't care, the only thing that's on my mind is ripping Kazama's throat, I'll do it with my fangs if I have to._

_Chizuru-chan finally looks up and meets my gaze. Her hair is still its natural dark hue, but her eyes are red. My gut feels empty when I notice tears starting to well up in her eyes. She looks different, but I know she's still the same. _

_Through her glossy eyes, I catch a reflection of myself._

_I look worse than an untamed dog, lying on the ground just waiting to die or claw at anything that approaches me. It's truly a horrific sight, no wonder Chizuru-chan's on the verge of crying._

_She's too busy looking over at me that she doesn't realize that Kazama has stepped right next to her. I try to yell for her to run, but my throat has closed up, I can't even breathe evenly. But to my surprise, Kazama doesn't do anything...yet._

_"Such a pitiful existence...", he looks at me but he's talking to Chizuru-chan, who's still watching me._

_"Without blood, they'll eventually go mad. But with it, they'll become mindless killers, hunting for more...", he continues. By "they", I know he's referring to furies in general. I try moving towards them, but my body is pinned down by an indescribable force. I continuously try to push myself up with all my strength, but gravity's force has increased tremendously. I literally can't move._

_"They're only a hindrance to this world. They should have never been created", his voice is as monotone as ever, but his tone sounds regretful._

_"Death is their only salvation...", his voice drops. Then a bright light beams from his sword. At first, I think he's going to kill me, but he doesn't make any attempt to move closer to me. He stays in place, and I could've sworn my heart dropped. I open my mouth to scream, but nothing comes out. I grow desperate and frustrated. I can't do anything. I can only watch._

_Chizuru-chan doesn't pay any attention to Kazama, her gaze never drifts from mine. Why can't she run? Why can't she scream for help? Why can't she do something to save herself because I clearly can't? I can't convey my thoughts out loud, but even if she knows what I'm thinking, would she try to leave? Then I realize that she doesn't want to leave. She wants to stay by me. As much as that makes me happy, at the same time I feel defeated._

_I don't realize that tears have formed within my own eyes until they fog my vision. I blink them back because I know tears won't change anything. Everything's beyond my control._

_Then I see the worst happen._

_I hear the quiet hiss of a blade piercing through flesh, followed by a dreadful dripping noise, which I know is blood._

_Kazama jabs his sword cleanly through the center of Chizuru-chan's core._

_"An oni doesn't deserve that kind of life", his voice is still the same, but his tone sounds remorseful._

_He carefully slides out his sword, and I see Chizuru-chan fall to the ground. _

_What furthers me into uncomprehending insanity is that even from the ground, Chizuru-chan is still looking back at me. A single tear rolls down her cheek and I hear her whisper out my name one last time. Then everything is silent._

_Her eyes no longer glisten. I watch in terror and despair the light fade away from her eyes. I'm left speechless, but my entire body is shaking with grief._

_I whimper and moan random noises as endless sobs escape from my mouth. Shamelessly, I let my own tears fall, and I cry._

_With all of my force, I try to push myself off the ground so I can go to Chizuru-chan, but my body is still being held down. I yell at myself for my own helplessness. I can't do anything._

_While I'm weeping, Kazama places himself next to me. He peers over me from above with an intimidating glare. This time, I know for sure he's going to kill me, or torture me slowly. If I were free, I might decide to get my revenge, but what would be the point in that? It can't bring Chizuru-chan back to me, and it certainly won't change my fate. In the end, I'm left with nothing._

_My feral instincts subside, and I stare at Kazama submissively. I won't oppose his judgment. I'll accept any form of punishment that is bestowed upon me._

_"A quick death is the last thing you deserve, abomination. Still, I grow weary looking at your miserable existence. Consider this an act of mercy, although I doubt your afterlife will be anything but pleasant", Kazama sneers at me. Then I catch a view of his sword being held over me. _

_For one last time, I take in my view of Chizuru-chan. I know she's in a better place now, but she deserved to live longer. She didn't deserve to be made a fury. I didn't deserve to be by her side. But in the end, she chose to stay by me this entire time, even when I never asked her to do so._

_I wish I could go to the same place she is now, but wishes are just wishes. I've known from the start that all I have at the end of it all is hell. But still, I couldn't help myself to hope for something better when I was with Chizuru-chan. But that hope is dead, along with part of my broken soul._

_I close my eyes. I wait for Kazama's sword to meet my heart. The last image that goes through my mind is Chizuru-chan's smile_...

Suddenly, Souji's eyes flew open. He immediately got up and checked his surroundings. His heart was still racing, and small beads of sweat fell down the side of his face. The sun was looming slightly over the horizon, it was twilight. His eyes quickly grazed over his surroundings for any sign of Chizuru. He spotted her not too far away leaning against a tree. Her eyes were closed and her chest slowly rose and fell. Souji breathed out a sigh of relief. She was sleeping. _'It was just a dream'_, he kept reminding himself.

He kept observing his surroundings for any sign of a threat. The coast was clear.

"Hey, Chizuru-chan", he called out to her softly. After groaning, she finally opened her eyes.

"...Hmm? Is something wrong?", she asked, still groggy from her slumber.

"It's time to move", he stated.

"Ah, okay!", she got up and brushed off dirt from her clothes before moving closer towards Souji. From where they were standing, they had a perfect view of the city of Edo. To add on to their bad luck, it had seemed that Imperial soldiers had closed in on the city, but Souji could not stop here. He had to go on, for Chizuru's sake.

His earlier dream haunted him. Although it was his subconscious mind playing tricks against him, he could not allow such an illusion turn into reality. He would scourge the earth to find a way to keep Chizuru safe and alive.

"Hopefully Doctor Matsumoto's still there...", Souji wondered out loud. Chizuru looked at him silently, she seemed like she had wanted to say something, but refrained herself.

"If he's not there, we'll just pick up on his trail. We'll find him for sure", he tried to cheer both of them up. Chizuru quickly smiled back.

"Well then, let's get going!", she added cheerfully despite her earlier mood.

"Guards should be transitioning posts by now, they'll be off-guard for a moment, we'll sneak in from under their noses", Souji relayed his plan.

"Okay", Chizuru nodded in understanding. The two proceeded on carefully towards one of the city's entrances. Just as Souji had predicted, Imperial guards were too busy switching shifts, so they hardly paid any attention to their surroundings. Still, not wanting to take their chances, Souji and Chizuru decided to cross the river that divided them from Edo. Luckily, they had crossed a shallow part of the river where they could just easily walk across. Plus, they were far away from the bridge that the soldiers kept under surveillance.

Dusk had finally settled. Now, Souji's priority was getting back to Matsumoto's place. Fortunately, he and Chizuru did not have to walk through the crowded streets because their destination was located on the outskirts. There were some townspeople heading home for the night, but the night always remained active in the red-light district, that should keep most of the troops distracted. Easily enough, Souji and Chizuru arrived in front of Matsumoto's house.

Just as they were about to step in, someone's voice had broken through the calm silence, instantly putting Souji on edge.

"Chizuru-chan!", Sen came leaping out of nowhere and pulled Chizuru in for a bear hug. Both Souji and Chizuru stared at her with a surprised look. Now that was a face neither of them were expecting to see.

"Osen-chan?!", Chizuru exclaimed from under her embrace.

"I'm so glad to see you! I've been looking everywhere for you!", Sen boasted excitedly while releasing Chizuru and took hold of her hands instead.

"Really?"

"Yes! Ever since this war broke out, I've been desperate to find you!", Sen explained. Just then, Matsumoto and Kimigiku had come out from inside the house. A sense of joy and relief filled Souji when he spotted Matsumoto.

"Doctor Matsumoto! Kimigiku-san!", Chizuru finally noticed them.

"It's always a pleasure to see you again", Kimigiku greeted courteously to Chizuru and Souji.

"Okita? Chizuru? I thought you already made headway to catch up to the others", Matsumoto added while giving them a quizzical look.

"There's been a change of plans...", Souji started off seriously.

"W-Wait a minute, how did you find us, Osen-chan?", Chizuru quickly diverted the conversation back to Sen. Souji raised a brow questionably at her. Perhaps she was not ready to tell Sen of what had happened to her. Respectively, Souji remained silent and allowed Chizuru to navigate the discussion.

"We went looking for the Shinsengumi, but they told us that you were last seen in Edo with Doctor Matsumoto and Okita-san, so here we are!", Sen explained, completely forgetting about Souji's earlier statement.

"Then why were you looking for me, Osen-chan?", Chizuru asked.

"To take you with us, of course!", Sen answered.

"Take me with you?", Chizuru questioned.

"I know I've asked you already to come with us, but this time it's different. Kazama isn't your only threat anymore, with this war, so many lives have been and _will be_ lost. It's not safe anymore out here in the open", Sen clarified seriously.

"Plus, I don't trust the Rasetsu Unit that the Shinsengumi created", she added. Souji and Chizuru gave her questioning looks.

"There have been more mysterious murder cases, and wherever the Shinsengumi goes, so do these murders. All of the murder cases have several things in common. The victims were all killed at night, and they all died the exact same way; they were drained of blood", Kimigiku joined in.

"There's no denying that the Rasetsu Unit is involved in this, and there's no telling what can happen if you're near them", Sen proceeded.

"Osen-chan..."

"If you're with us, we can take you away from all of this chaos and put you into hiding. We can protect you, you'll be safe with us", Kimiguki assured.

"Please, Chizuru-chan, come with us", Sen insisted kindly. Chizuru bowed her head and forced Sen to let go of her hands gently.

"...I...I can't go with you", Chizuru stated firmly.

"Chizuru-chan?"

"It's not that I don't want to go, it's just that-", Chizuru began to explain her reasons, but knowing what she was going to say, Souji cut her off.

"Chizuru-chan, are you sure?", he asked her in a concerned tone. In no way would it be easy for Chizuru to explain all of what had happened to her, but Chizuru met his gaze and nodded firmly.

"Chizuru-chan, why can't you come with us?", Sen asked, more alarmed now.

"...I can't go with you because...", Chizuru started off before she sucked in air deeply.

"...because I'm a fury", she stated boldly while meeting Sen's gaze directly. Everyone's mouth dropped, and their eyes widened in disbelief. All was silent for a pain-staking long moment.

"...So that's what you meant...by a change of plans...", Matsumoto added quietly while narrowing his gaze at the ground.

"...But...how?", Sen questioned while she was still in shock. Without many options left, Chizuru recounted everything. While she explained, everyone listened intently, making sure not to miss a single detail. Souji stood by quietly. There was nothing he could say that could alleviate the tension. After Chizuru was done with her story, the air fell silent once again.

"...I never would have known that there was another Yukimura", Kimigiku commented solemnly.

"...So he's at it again", Matsumoto added, indirectly recalling the time when Souji had been shot. Sen was still silent. Out of everyone, Sen looked more shocked...

"Where...?", she started off in a low voice.

"...And where were _you_ this entire time?!", she spat out the question with venom at Souji. Souji's gaze hardened, but he said nothing. How could he respond to that kind of question? He knew he had faulted, he deserved to get scolded harshly by Sen's words. Apparently, his silence was not enough to cool down Sen's rage.

"Why couldn't you do your job?! How dare you even come back here without any shame?!", she kept yelling at him, this time she bothered to approach him directly, which was beginning to tick Souji off.

"You think _I'm_ not ashamed of what happened?!", he rebutted, but it took all of his self-control to not scream at Sen's face.

"W-Wait! You guys-!", Chizuru tried to intervene, but Sen's voice progressively became louder.

"That's not the point! The point _here_ is that you couldn't prevent this from happening, so now Chizuru-chan has to suffer for _your_ mistake!", Sen glared at Souji. He gritted his teeth. He had no rebuttal. Everything that was pinned against him was true.

Matsumoto and Kimigiku quietly stood back while Souji and Sen bickered.

"It's _your_ fault she's a fury! It's _your_ fault that she'll live in pain, and _you_ of all people should know what that's like!", Sen pressed on angrily.

"How am I supposed to believe that Chizuru-chan will be safe with you?! Your're not even capable of saving yourself!", Sen continued. Souji had enough. Sen crossed the line by questioning his strength.

"You don't know what I'm capable of", Souji's glare intensified and his voice began to rise. He began to step towards Sen, making their difference in height plainly obvious.

"Okita-san, don't do this!", Chizuru pleaded, but Souji ignored her.

"In fact, you don't know shit about anything we've been through", Souji motioned at Chizuru, but his eyes remained trained on Sen.

"Sure, you know about what happened, but how can _you_ make judgments about an event that _you_ weren't a part of!", he mimicked Sen's earlier tone. As he stepped closer, Kimigiku put an arm in front of Sen.

"Don't come any closer", Kimigiku warned calmly, but that did not stop Souji.

"Besides, I already_ know_ I fucked up, you don't have to rub it in my face, unless you think that can help Chizuru-chan", Souji snapped back sarcastically. Sen's brows furrowed, but she said nothing.

"In fact, I'm starting to think that you _want_ me look bad, that way it'll be easier for you to take Chizuru-chan with you, right?", he added. This time Sen looked like she was about to retort something back, but Souji cut her off.

"Well guess what? I'm not going to let her go. You want to know why? Because if she's with me, I'll find a way to turn her back. There's no way I'll hide her existence like you would", he continued seriously.

"Okita-san...", Chizuru mumbled quietly.

"You can trash-talk me all you want, but I've made up my mind. Nothing will stop me. Not even you", his voice rose again. He was about to shout more insults at Sen, until Chizuru stepped in front of him, taking him by surprise.

"Please Okita-san, that's enough. Please calm down", she pleaded, placing her hands on his tensed arms. Her voice shook, but her eyes locked onto his.

"Yelling at each other isn't going to solve anything", she insisted. Souji did not know how to respond. His mind was blank.

"She's right. Everyone just needs to calm down, then we can deal with this matter reasonably", Matsumoto finally intervened while taking a quick glance at everyone. After a moment, Sen finally sighed.

"I'm sorry", she bowed her head at Souji and Chizuru.

"I shouldn't have said all of those mean things", Sen continued apologetically. Souji finally relaxed his shoulders.

"No, you shouldn't apologize for telling me the truth. I'm the one who's sorry, not just for overreacting, but for everything else...", his trailed down sadly.

"I'm to blame", this time he bowed his head remorsefully. Hardly had he ever apologized for anything. For him to do so now only meant that he was sincerely sorry for what he had done.

"Okita-san, that's not true...", Chizuru began, making Souji's head perk up.

"None of this is your fault. If you weren't with me, I certainly wouldn't be here. You've helped me this entire time...", she looked at Souji squarely.

"Besides...I want to stay with you", her eyes immediately glued onto the floor to hide her embarrassment. Instantly, Souji's eyes flew up in shock. There was no better way to describe it, he was stunned by her words. Never had Chizuru blamed him for anything. Even after all they had been through together, Chizuru looked at him with complete trust, and neither had it diminished.

Souji put a warm hand on her shoulder.

"Thank you", her eyes met his when he spoke.

"I promise, I won't let you down", he smiled gently.

"I know", she smiled backed him. Then Souji turned to Matsumoto.

"Doc, is there anything that you could do for Chizuru-chan?", he asked softly. Matsumoto's eyes hardened for a moment before he inhaled deeply.

"...I've already told you before, I'm a human doctor, there's nothing I could do to help", he spoke sadly. Souji nodded slightly. He knew that Matsumoto being able to help Chizuru was a longshot, but he had to do something, he would not give up on Chizuru. Everyone stood silently, lost in heavy thought, until Sen broke the silence.

"What about Kodou? He should probably know something, right?"

"Perhaps so... He's the only one who could possibly know everything about furies. Maybe he knows how to reverse the transformation somehow", Matsumoto commented.

"But I haven't heard anything about him in a long time, who knows where he's at now?", he added.

"That's no big problem. I know where he could be", Sen answered.

"Really?!", Chizuru turned to her, hope filled her entire being.

"Yes! We picked up on his trail, and supposedly he's in the Yukimura clan's old land, you're birthplace", she explained.

"My birthplace... But...I don't remember where that is...", Chizuru replied sadly.

"I don't know exactly where it is, but it's somewhere in the eastern region of Japan", Sen added.

"It doesn't matter, we'll find it either way", Souji assured Chizuru in a determined tone, which seemed to have sparked some sort of hope within Chizuru's eyes.

"Wait... What are we going to do about the Shinsengumi? They're probably worried about us, maybe they're already looking for us", Chizuru commented.

"They'll understand. Besides, I'm sure they've got a lot on their mind, fighting the Imperial army and all at Koufu, especially Kondo-san", Souji replied. At the mention of Kondo's name, Matsumoto's and Sen's eyes widened. Souji raised a brow in puzzlement.

"What?", he asked bluntly.

"So you haven't heard...?", Sen questioned with a worried tone, only then did Souji realize that something else was wrong.

"Heard what?", he asked back more seriously. For a long time, no one said anything. Uncontrollable panic seeped through Souji. Why was no one saying anything? Anxiety took over him.

"What's going on?! Someone tell me!", he did not care that he was shouting. Matsumoto sighed heavily once more.

"Just last week, the Imperial army surrounded the Nagaoka-ya sake brewery in Shimousa, Nagareyama... That was where the Shinsengumi had made camp...", he began in a low voice. '_What happened to Koufu Castle?_', a thought popped into Souji's head. How much had he and Chizuru missed?

"...The Shinsengumi were reported to have escaped, but...". '_But what?!_', his mind screamed. Another moment passed.

"What happened?", Souji demanded sternly. Kimigiku looked down, Sen fiddled her fingers nervously, while Chizuru hung on to every word Matsumoto spoke. Finally, after a gruesome moment of pent up silence, Matsumoto spoke.

"The Imperial army captured the Commander of the Shinsengumi, Kondo Isami..."

Souji could have sworn his heart stopped beating for long moment...

* * *
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><p>Chapter 24: Eruption<p>

"The Imperial army captured the Commander of the Shinsengumi, Kondo Isami...", Matsumoto's words seemed to echo through the surroundings.

The world stood still for Souji. Had he heard him right? For a moment, he doubted Matsumoto's words until he heard Chizuru's shocked gasp. He did not realize that he was holding his breath until his vision started to turn black. He let out a shaky sigh.

"...No... That's...impossible...", he did not realize that he was speaking his thoughts aloud, but he noticed the remorseful looks from everyone else. That was when he finally understood that he was not imagining things. A whirl wind of emotions hit Souji all at once like a gale force wind.

"God dammit! What the hell are you saying?!", Souji snarled viciously at Matsumoto, completely aghast. His body shook with rage while his heart began to race wildly. Without thinking, he grabbed the doctor's collar and shook it fiercely.

"How did Kondo-san get captured?! Why could they capture him?! Why couldn't somebody save him!?", his voice erupted in anger and despair as he demanded for answers, but at the same time, the edge of his voice was breaking.

"I don't know, Okita! Get a hold of yourself!", Matsumoto reached for Souji's hands to pry them off. Souji felt another set of hands on the back of his shoulder blades.

"Okita-san, please! Calm down!", Chizuru pleaded, only then did Souji let go of the fabric. But he could not calm down, terrible premonitions about Kondo plagued his mind. Then his thoughts traveled to Hijikata. Souji's expression flared into a fiery glare when the man's face came into his head.

"This is Hijikata-san's fault! If he was there with Kondo-san, none of this would've ever fucking happened!", he shouted to no one in particular.

"I'll kill him! I swear I'll kill him! He betrayed Kondo-san! How else could've this fucking happened?!", his words burned like fire, but stung as cold as ice. Souji had commonly thrown around the word "kill" before, but never before had it sounded so menacing, like pronouncing the word itself could have the ability to take away life.

"Wait, Okita-san!", Chizuru tried to dissuade him, but his mind was clouded with hate.

"If he_ really_ was on Kondo-san's side, then he would've have helped him! But he abandoned him!", there did not seem to be an end to his rampage.

Hijikata was the "Oni Lieutenant" for a reason, his sole purpose was to make the impossible happen. Souji had strongly believed that of him. Hijikata was great. He _had_ to be great. After all, he was a man worthy enough for Kondo's praise. So naturally, Souji had high expectations from him.

_'Toshi has splendid talents', _Kondo's words resounded through Souji's mind like an omen. If he had special talents, then he should have had no trouble saving Kondo. But Kondo's fate now rested on the enemy's hands, things could not end well. Hijikata had to be the man to blame, at least that was what Souji kept telling himself.

"Where is he?!", he hissed violently to Sen. She just stared silently at him with wide eyes, perhaps not knowing what to make of the situation.

"You know where he is! Where is he?!", he repeated aggressively, almost causing the floor to rumble. This time Kimigiku glared at him and started to pull out her own sword. Everyone was a keg about to explode.

"Stop it!", Chizuru cried out. Her voice echoed around the area. Everyone stopped and looked at her with shocked expressions, including Souji.

"Please... Please stop...", her trembling voice was slightly louder than a whisper as she begged. Somehow at that moment, Souji's rage seemed to have subsided. He watched Chizuru with an astonished face. The same empty gut feeling reemerged when he noticed small tears beginning to form within her eyes. She tried to blink them back as best as she could, but she could not prevent her face from heating up. After she composed herself, she met Souji's gaze.

"Nobody knows that about Hijikata-san for sure... Something else must have happened, you _have_ to know that", she stated firmly despite her eyes still looking glossy.

"Hijikata-san loves Kondo-san as much as you do... That's why I don't believe that he would ever betray him", she continued. Souji stood motionless in shock, but he listened to every articulated word that came out from Chizuru's mouth. She made a point. If there was anyone else who admired Kondo as much Souji, it had to be Hijikata. His ambition was perhaps as strong as Kondo's. Despite their social backgrounds, both could have been easily perceived as heroic military generals. Hijikata devoted himself to Kondo's dream as much as Souji had, perhaps more from Kondo's perspective.

Hijikata was _valuable_. There was no denying it. Because he was valuable, he had improved Kondo's status. Without him, the Shinsengumi would have never gotten as far as they did. But one question remained unanswered: why was Kondo captured? If Hijikata was as devoted as everyone thought of him to be, then why was _he_ not the man the Imperial army captured? He would have placed his own life before Kondo's, so why did Kondo take his place? Something about this whole dilemma remained unsolved.

"I know how all of this looks bad, but I don't think Hijikata-san wouldn't have let Kondo-san get captured so easily. There_ has_ to be an explanation for this", Chizuru insisted. Souji finally relaxed his shoulders. Although he was still angry, he could not allow himself to be clouded by emotion. Chizuru was right. There had to be some logical explanation behind Kondo's capture. Souji had to get his answers.

"What if we tried looking for Hijikata-san? He has to know what happened, right?", Chizuru suggested. Souji pondered about her idea for a long moment.

"...I think you're right", he agreed, but he could not ignore their previous issue.

"But... What about you?", he did not even have to mention her current state to get his point across. She must have forgotten about it for a moment when she dropped her head down in defeat after realizing that she was still a fury. That was a problem that was not going to disappear so easily.

"Chizuru-chan, if you'd like, you can always come with us", Sen offered with a warm smile.

"Together, we could help you find your father, and we can deal with this matter efficiently. If you come with us, Okita-san can focus on his own problem", she continued. Souji actually agreed to the idea. He could find Hijikata while Chizuru continued on her quest in search of her father and a cure. But things were never that simple. By the way their luck had been, Kaoru could pop out of nowhere and harass Chizuru again. As much as Souji had wanted to trust Sen's word, he had to see for himself that Chizuru was fine. Besides, he already vowed to himself to protect Chizuru, and nothing had changed his resolution.

"I don't think she wants to go with you", Souji intervened, making Sen and Kimigiku look at him with puzzled expressions, but he ignored them and turned to Chizuru.

"You said so yourself, you _want_ to stay with me", he peered over at Chizuru with a cocky grin, instantly making her avoid his stare while her cheeks noticeably burned.

"S-Sure, b-but things have changed...", she spoke up shyly.

"So? You'll just come with me. Easy as that", he stated bluntly in his usual charismatic tone.

"But what about her condition?", Matsumoto asked.

"We'll find Hijikata-san. We'll settle things there, then we'll look for Koudo-san, trust me, I haven't forgotten about that", Souji answered, purposefully remaining unclear about his intentions with Hijikata.

"...Chizuru-chan, this is a decision _you_ must make. Are you sure that this is what you want?", Sen asked. Chizuru brought her head back up and turned to Sen.

"Yes", she stated boldly with absolute certainty, which made a smile appear on Souji's lips.

"Well then, I'll trust your decision!", Sen took hold Chizuru's hands and held them excitedly.

"Osen-chan... Thank you!", Chizuru smiled at her appreciatively.

With everyone's steam cooled down, Matsumoto and Sen explained everything that had happened in regards to the war. The Shinsengumi were low with numbers at Koufu Castle, so Hijikata returned to Edo to gather recruits, but he arrived too late. The Imperial army not only outnumbered them, but their heavy gunfire forced Kondo to order a retreat. Many men died that day.

Afterwards, the Shinsengumi returned to Edo to reorganize their men and to strategize. Saito took the new recruits and focused on training them. For some unknown reason, Harada and Shinpachi abandoned the Shinsengumi. Soon later, the Shinsengumi made camp at the sake brewery, where Kondo surrendered himself to the Imperial army. From what Matsumoto heard, they took Kondo straight to Kyoto, after that, hardly anyone heard about him. Souji considered running back Kyoto to rescue Kondo, but he knew that the capital was overrun with Imperial forces, his rescue mission would turn into an act of suicide. After Kondo's capture, Hijikata became the new Commander of the Shinsengumi, as well as the advisor for the Old Bakufu army's vanguard.

So for now, the Shinsengumi were in the Aizu Domain. What was left of them in Edo disappeared when Edo Castle was surrendered to the Imperial army without a fight, which would explain why the numerous Imperial troops were stationed there. At that point in the war, it was clear that the Imperial army, the New Government, had the upper hand.

It was only until Matsumoto was done explaining things that Souji noticed his new attire. Matsumoto mentioned that he was going back to Osaka to help treat the wounded men there, so he had to wear western clothes. As for Sen and Kimigiku, they would retire in hiding like any other right-minded oni, but not before they said their goodbyes to Souji and Chizuru.

Sen pulled Chizuru aside to talk to her in private about something. Souji assumed that their conversation must have been girl-talk because when they returned, Chizuru was all flustered, to the point where she could not make proper eye contact with him without blushing. Still, the curious man that he was, he was determined to find out more about their conversation.

"Promise me you'll take care of Chizuru-chan", Sen turned towards Souji.

"Don't worry, I will", Souji smiled at her reassuringly.

"Hime-sama, we should leave now", Kimigiku suggested to Sen, to which she nodded in agreement.

"Later, Chizuru-chan!", Sen grabbed Chizuru's hands once more.

"I hope we'll meet again, someday, somewhere", Sen smiled serenely.

"Yes! Goodbye, Osen-chan", Chizuru squeezed Sen's hands lightly before letting go. For a quick moment, Souji casually looked away, but when he returned his gaze back to Chizuru, Sen and Kimigiku were gone. Only a small gust of wind was all they had left behind. Once again, Souji and Chizuru were alone.

"...Well, we should probably get going too, I don't want to lose Hijikata-san", he stated.

"Yes", Chizuru agreed, and the two went on to begin their search for Hijikata.

Since Edo had been occupied by the Imperial Army, getting out of the city was even trickier. It was well into midnight that night, and the guards would not switch shifts until dawn, but Souji knew that he and Chizuru could not wait until then to leave the city. It was a risk to try to leave, but if he did not take it, then he might as well just kissed his window of opportunity to find Hijikata goodbye.

As best as they could, Souji and Chizuru traveled towards the river that they had crossed. But just as they were about to approach the riverbank, they spotted a small Imperial squad up ahead. Immediately, Souji took Chizuru into hiding behind a small house. Luckily, the squad did not notice them. Slowly and cautiously, they moved away from the riverbank. They managed to escape unnoticed, but they were still trapped within Edo, and their escape route had been blocked. They had to find another way out.

Without any other options, Souji and Chizuru were forced to travel across public streets. They hoped that they could come across as ordinary civilians if they were spotted. The streets were surprisingly empty and dark. Sure, it was late at night, but there should have been some commotion from the red-light district. Nonetheless, Souji and Chizuru kept on walking.

"Halt!", a voice broke through the silence, almost making Chizuru jump.

"Just act natural", Souji whispered calmly to her.

"But-"

"Don't worry, I'm right here. No way I'll let anyone get near you", a small smile formed on his lips. The two stopped and turned around to the direction from where the voice came from. An Imperial soldier stood only a few meters away, gun in hand.

"Is there are problem?", Souji asked casually.

"What're you two doing past curfew?", the soldier asked sternly. _'Shit'_, Souji did not know that the entire city was under curfew, and by the way he and Chizuru were standing, they were obviously breaking that rule. Souji said nothing while the soldier approached them.

"_I said_, what are you two doing past curfew?", the soldier repeated while raising his voice.

"Nothing really, just paying someone a visit", Souji answered nonchalantly.

"Oh yeah? And who would that be?", the soldier questioned in an annoyed tone.

"No one you would know", Souji replied sarcastically with a grin.

"You son of a-!", for a split second, the soldier dropped his guard, creating an easy opening for Souji. With his arm, Souji pushed the gun away and aggressively hit the man's stomach with his knee, instantly knocking him out. But before the soldier passed out, his finger pulled the trigger to his gun. The sound of a bullet hitting the air resounded throughout the streets eerily.

An instant later, more men appeared, they were all attracted by the sound of gunfire.

"You two! Stop!", one man called out to them, instantly noticing his passed out comrade on the ground. It was clear at that point that Souji and Chizuru were not going to leave without a fight.

"...Why is it that we seem to run into trouble, no matter where we go?", Souji blurted out loud. He turned towards Chizuru, ignoring the band of soldiers that had gathered in front of them.

"Is that innocence of yours just an act? Are you off doing bad things behind my back?", he blamed Chizuru as a joke, but she could never tell when he was joking.

"N-No!", she denied seriously, making Souji burst into laughter.

"C'mon, don't take things so seriously. I'm just kidding", he had to explain himself when he noticed Chizuru scowling at him.

"Well don't! It's not funny...", she reprimanded. Souji had to hold in his laughter, despite Chizuru scolding him, he had to admit to himself that she looked pretty cute doing so.

"Alright, alright, I'm sorry. You just make it so easy...", he apologized with his trademark grin.

"Don't ignore us! Can't you see we're surrounding you! Don't underestimate us!", a hot-tempered soldier cried out, but Souji casually drifted his gaze to the mob.

"Whatever. I don't want to waste my time talking to you...", at that same moment, Souji unsheathed his sword and attacked the nearest soldier, killing him with ease.

"What're you doing?!", another soldier cried in disbelief.

"Sorry", he stated bluntly without any sincerity as he kept on swinging his sword around. Some of the men's faces were so shocked, that Souji could not resist teasing them.

"It's not you, it's me...", he pretended to be "breaking up" with the Imperial army. Irritated, some of the soldiers charged towards him with their swords held high. But they were reckless, they instead made it easier for Souji to slash right across their chests.

"I can't get caught or killed just yet", he muttered out loud as he flawlessly dodged a blow from a soldier and countered back with no trouble at all.

"I gotta have a chat with Hijikata-san...", he stated seriously as he pierced his sword through the heart of the last soldier near him, but the rumble did not end there. From the other end of the street, another squad of troops came running towards him and Chizuru.

"Don't let them escape!", an Imperial captain commanded to his men from afar. Souji instinctively grabbed a hold of Chizuru's hand.

"Let's go, Chizuru-chan!", he instructed, to which Chizuru obeyed and ran alongside him, letting him drag her towards the opposite side of the soldiers. Various threats were yelled at them, but neither one of them glanced back. Souji led Chizuru past various streets, occasionally turning onto another one. Several gunshots went off, but their accuracy was poor because of the long distance. Still, one bullet managed to skim through one of Souji's small hairs.

Souji and Chizuru finally ended up on the road that led to one of Edo's exits. Just when they had thought they could finally escape, another troop awaited them, blocking their path, and right behind them stood a decent amount of explosive kegs. Souji and Chizuru had found themselves right in the middle of a battlefield. They were surrounded by both ends of the road, there was nowhere left to run.

"Give up! You're completely surrounded! If you stand down now, we might let both of you live!", the Imperial captain shouted from a distance while his men slowly approached Souji and Chizuru.

"No can do. Besides, shouldn't you guys be ones surrendering? After all, you can't even stop two people with a whole battalion", Souji retorted.

"Bastard! How dare you disrespect me!", the captain then turned to his men.

"Kill them both! There's no need for scum like them in this new era!", he ordered. The men proceeded quickly towards them, while the small squad on the other side stood protectively around the kegs. Souji grabbed his sword again and glanced back at Chizuru.

"Stay right behind me, no matter what"

"Okay", she nodded and moved closer to his back. Several swordsmen charged at Souji, but he could read their moves, so it was easy for him to hit vital areas of his enemies before they could do any harm to him or Chizuru. At a closer range, the gunmen could easily target Souji, but he managed to pull another soldier's body as a shield. Nearly half the men were dead in several seconds.

"What's the matter with you! They're just two men!", the captain scolded his men. This time he approached Souji. He drew his sword and launched himself at Souji. With hardly any effort at all, Souji intercepted his attack, but the captain was relentless, he kept swinging his sword. Souji finally swung his sword down in a hard cut, the force of his swing was so strong that when their swords clashed, the captain lost his grip on his own sword. Before Souji could deliver the final blow, the captain grabbed a gun from one of his fallen men and aimed at Chizuru. Reading his move, Souji threw himself on Chizuru, forcing her out of the way.

Luckily the bullet did not hit either one of them, but instead it flew right past them towards the explosive barrels. In less than a second, the kegs exploded, sending the whole squad of men surrounding them flying, parts of them anyway. The ground shook violently for moment. Souji had landed on top of Chizuru, so he used his own body to shield her. They were far enough from the exploding range, but they could easily feel its force as they felt like they were being pushed further into the ground. Souji could not even hear the kegs go off, he knew that his ears had deafened for a moment. The earth seemed to explode as well, sending showers of dirt to fall around Souji and Chizuru, as well as the occasional plank of wood. Souji shut his eyes as tight as he could to prevent any dust from seeping through.

When the eruption finally seemed to have calm down, Souji slowly opened his eyes. All was silent within the clouds of dust that surrounded him. He felt Chizuru shift to her side from under him. For an instant, the world receded as the two stare at each other directly. Souji tried to distance his face from hers to hide his flushed face. He rolled off steadily without slamming his whole weight on her and tried to focus his attention immediately on his surroundings.

Not too far away, the Imperial captain was lying on the ground, staring at the debris in disbelief. He was probably realizing that his intentions literally backfired on him and his men. Knowing the captain was in complete shock to even move, Souji got up, but his body ached terribly. His own head felt like it was about to explode as it throbbed in pain. Nonetheless, he helped Chizuru up.

"You okay?", he asked her worryingly.

"Yeah, I'm fine", she tried to steady her feet. Without a moment's hesitation, Souji grabbed her hand and ran towards the center of the explosion range. Souji tried his best to run despite his massive headache, but he could not stop himself from noticing various body parts scattered across the ground. Strangely, his belief in luck reemerged when he compared his headache to the tattered and burned corpses. He could hear Chizuru gasp behind him, so he focused on getting out of the city as fast as he could. Finally, they made it past Edo.

Souji led Chizuru through a dark forest. His current condition made it hard to perceive where he was running, but he still continued on. Thankfully, the moon was up and shining down ahead of them, directing them away from Edo. They made it out of the forest temporarily and ran into a clearing, and they would have kept on running, had they had not been stopped. Souji's eyes widened in disbelief while Chizuru gasped. An unsettling feeling of anxiety consumed Souji's body, and it was not caused by the explosion.

Standing directly in front of them were two people neither one of them were expecting to see, nor had they wanted to see them.

Kazama smirked when his crimson eyes landed on Souji and Chizuru, while Amagiri looked at them with a cold stare.

Just when Souji had thought he and Chizuru had jumped out of the frying pan, they had landed in the fire.

* * *

><p><strong>Hope you guys enjoyed this chapter! I sped through this chapter like a maniac, so forgive me if there were any errors. Please leave a review! I always love reading what you guys post! (Trust me, I read every single one like I just got a promotion) I'll hopefully try to get another chapter squeezed in before my winter break is over, however, there are no guarantees. Enjoy this new year! (2014! Woot! Woot!) As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	25. Chapter 25

**Thank you guys for your wonderful reviews! I've had a bad several days and it's more upsetting knowing that my year isn't off to a good start, but your feedback has put a smile on my face, once again, thank you! Also, sorry for the delay this week, I've had to prepare for finals all week so I couldn't allow myself to get distracted. Anyway, I won't say anything else because I know you're all looking forward to the story (be ready for a lot of dialogue b/c this is a long chapter)****, so as always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 25: Night of Reckoning<p>

_ 'You've gotta be kidding me_', was one of the many thoughts that ran through Souji's head. Kazama must have seen Souji's shocked expression when he chuckled in response.

"Just when I thought this was finally over...", Souji muttered out loud. This was just like his dream. The running away, not being able to see where they were going, the indescribable force that was the explosion; but most importantly, Kazama. It was way too similar to be a coincidence. Not taking any chances, Souji turned to Chizuru while drawing his sword.

"Chizuru-chan, get behind me", he commanded.

"Right", she did as she was told.

"I didn't think you were in Edo. But you made your presence quite known to everyone with your little fire display", Kazama spoke of the explosion like it was just a festival, in complete disregard that the men that had just died were on the same side as him. Everything that did not interest him was worthless.

Kazama was still the same arrogant oni that Souji met at Ikedaya, though he wore western garb now. From what Souji could see, Kazama wore a long Byzantium-purple coat. It displayed his power, wealth, and pride; all of which collided into a deadly combination.

"What is your purpose here?", he asked Souji. Souji wanted to spit at him, but the oni stood several yards away out of range.

"Hmm, yeah, I don't really think why I'm here or what I'm up to is any of your business", Souji shot back sarcastically.

"True", Amagiri surprisingly agreed, causing Kazama to shoot a quick glare at him.

"Indeed...", then Kazama's eyes traveled to Chizuru's.

"It seems fortune has smiled on us...", his eyes were glinted with greed, causing Chizuru to shudder in fear. After getting a good look at her, Kazama returned his attention back to Souji.

"I will be taking my wife now. You, abomination, I will simply be disposing of", he spoke with such arrogance that Souji had to find a way to piss him off.

"You aren't taking her anywhere, and if you think you're gonna 'dispose' of me, you got another thing coming...", Souji replied back with a confident grin. Without any hesitation, Souji let his fury nature consume his body, which allowed his previous headache to vanish. He was not going to play around. Even if Souji's dream was an exaggeration, Kazama was too big of a threat to Chizuru.

"So you're getting serious... Interesting, for a human...", Kazama regarded the fury in front of him before he drew his own sword with a smirk. Amagiri's expression hardened when he turned to Kazama.

"Kazama, don't prolong this any further than it should be. Our objective is the woman, nothing more", Amagiri advised seriously. Kazama merely glanced at him.

"Hmm... So you're not going to interfere this time? If you do try, I won't have any compunctions for cutting you down if you get in my way", Kazama claimed without any emotion.

"I don't plan on it. Besides, I don't believe this man will stand down so easily. A conflict is unavoidable at this point...", Amagiri responded coldly, almost with a bit of remorse for some odd reason. It seemed as though he directed his words to Souji.

"You heard that, didn't you, Okita? I hope you don't run away like a dog with its tail in between his legs. I intend to enjoy killing you", Kazama smiled cruelly.

"Unfortunately for you, I don't intend to go easy on you...", the corners of Kazama's lips were still turned, but something in his eyes hid back another message. Souji and Chizuru watched with astonished expressions as Kazama began to transform. His golden-blonde hair transmogrified into a pale white that gleamed like silver in the moonlight. The ends of his ears became pointed while his crimson colored eyes were replaced by a luminous gold hue that shined brighter than fire. Two sets of horns emerged from his forehead, one set being larger than the other. Compared to his previous physique, Kazama looked more intimidating. No wonder there are so many legends about oni, their existence was like that of divine beings. Seeing an oni's true form was like being in front of a revengeful god.

"Behold. This is what a _real_ oni looks like", Kazama spoke with an omnipotent voice. He held out his gleaming sword towards Souji.

"And? What's the_ real_ difference?", Souji was compelled to laugh at him.

"You're so shamelessly stuck-up. Transform all you want, you're not going to lay your overpriced hands on Chizuru-chan either way. So shut up, okay?", Souji retorted lightheartedly.

"Damn you, how dare you talk to me like that?", Kazama's eyes narrowed while holding his sword suggestively.

"Okita-san, what're you thinking?!", Chizuru whispered harshly from behind.

"You should be more careful!", she continued in a concerned tone.

"Who do you think you're talking to?", Souji grinned at her with assurance.

"You don't have to worry about anything, this will all be over before you know it", Souji prepared himself into a fighting stance.

"Precisely...", Kazama agreed assertively in a low voice.

For a seemingly long moment, nothing happened between the two duelists. All was silent except for light whisper of the wind. It was only until small sakura petals started to dance within the wind's invisible veil that their swords clashed. It was nearly impossible to spectate every move made. Both moved within a blink of an eye. Along with their speed, their strength appeared to be paralleled, but only for each other. Their swords flashed bright lines, it was almost like looking at a meteor shower. But nothing about the sight was beautiful. The entire scene screamed violence and bestiality. The coercion was no simple battle. This battle was meant only for beasts such as oni and furies. There was no room for humanity.

Every time one attacked, the other dodged. Every time one blocked, the other broke through. Grunts, growls, and groans were the only sounds voiced by Souji and Kazama. Their swords served as mediums to their unspoken words of malice. The fight seemed endless. Kazama's sword scratched Souji several times, but his wounds healed almost immediately. The clanging sound of their swords rang in a high and loud pitch, as though lightning had struck the earth. Sparks flew every time the swords grinded against each other.

Though Souji was an exceptional swordsman, his skill was barely a match for Kazama's demonic might. A fury's power was supposed to have matched that of an oni's, but how could anyone measure an oni's strength? From what Souji had learned about oni, the ones with pureblood were the strongest. Sen had informed the Shinsengumi before that Kazama had the strongest bloodline in the West. The results of the battle were made clear by blood alone.

Despite the odds against him, Souji refused to acknowledge himself as the loser. He only fought to win. He had to win. Losing was not an option for him. If he lost, it would be more than his life that would have to serve as payment for the consequences.

At one point, Kazama and Souji were on a standstill. Kazama smirked victoriously while Souji focused on restoring his energy. Amagiri merely watched their engagement with an expressionless face and folded arms. On the other hand, Chizuru stood far behind Souji, anxiously waiting for the assault to be over.

"You should know the outcome of this battle by now, Okita. You might as well hand over my wife now", Kazama decried confidently. In response, Souji chuckled.

"Still with that bullshit? You should just give up on Chizuru-chan. She's clearly not interested in a snob such as yourself. Anyway, chances are that she's got her eyes set on somebody else", Souji grinned mischievously, making Kazama glower at him.

"What do you mean by that?! You're not saying-! Damn you...", Kazama sneered.

"Putting that aside, she's still going to be my wife, that hasn't changed. You'll still die at my feet as well", Kazama stated.

"Did I stutter before? You aren't taking her anywhere", Souji repeated. Kazama let out a short mocking laugh.

"Even if you do manage to get away with Chizuru, which you won't, how long do you think you'll survive?", the question caught Souji off guard.

"What're you saying?", Souji inquired.

"Every time you activate your fury powers, your life force is drained", Kazama explained.

"Life force?", Souji questioned while lifting a brow.

"All living organisms have a life force. Essentially, it's one's lifespan, as well as the energy that helps sustain that life", Amagiri clarified.

"W-Wait, you don't mean-?!", Chizuru cut herself off.

"A fury's strength, agility, and incredible healing abilities are derived from that life force, they are by no means a holy gift. But a life force is limited, it doesn't get replenished. Furies are merely using up power that was supposed to be used slowly over their lifespan", Amagiri continued.

"Do you understand now? You shorten your life every time you utilize your powers. Eventually, you'll turn into a worthless pile of ash", Kazama stated blatantly to Souji. Chizuru covered her mouth to suppress a gasp, while Souji stood motionless with a blank expression. Taking Souji's silence as an answer, Kazama laughed.

"What's the matter? Did I leave you speechless? Did you really think that drinking blood like a savage was the _only_ price to pay for drinking the Water of Life?", he laughed more.

"That's rich. But at the same time, it's pathetic", his smile had split cruelly.

"What're you smiling about?", Souji asked teasingly. Kazama lifted a brow in confusion.

"So you're not worried? You'll live a short life, I can guarantee you that", Kazama pressed on.

"That just means that I'll have to kill you quickly", Souji snickered while preparing himself into a fighting stance again. Kazama chuckled in response while following by Souji's example.

"I'm thankful you haven't disappointed me yet, Okita. You're really entertaining to combat with, but I'll kill you now. However, I'll ask something else before you die...", Kazama's features shifted into a stern expression.

"Why do you so recklessly insist on attacking me when you know that death is all that's waiting for you? Why are you in such a hurry to die? That woman isn't useful to you, she's better off fulfilling her purpose with me, yet you still risk your life trying to protect her. Why is that?"

"I thought you were only gonna ask one question", Souji commented.

"But to get you to shut up, I've known all along that death is my only outcome. Still, if I'm going to hell, then I might as well drag you along with me. As for Chizuru-chan... She's clumsy and quick to get depressed", Souji began. The direction of his statement dumbfounded everyone.

"Surprisingly, she can be handful to look after. Well, I guess I'm that way too...", Souji did not seem to be talking to Kazama anymore.

"Even if Chizuru-chan tries to hide it, she gets pretty lonely without company. That's why I'm going to see things through until the end with her. You can cut me down as much as you want -that is if you think you can- but I'm not dying here. There's still a lot of things I have to settle first. That's my answer, are you happy now?", Souji looked at Kazama squarely.

"So you fight to live while risking your life... That's a foolish way of thinking, but that doesn't surprise me. After all, you're an imbecile", Kazama scoffed.

"Say what you want, I honestly don't care what you think of me. We've talked too much, let's settle this now...", Souji replied.

"My sentiments exactly...", Kazama hardened his gaze while his lips formed into a twisted grin. After a split second, the two resumed their duel. The force from Kazama's sword became stronger with every blow, but at the same time Souji's sword flew faster than lightning. Every swing made an audible sound of the air being cut. The constant clanging of their swords resounded within the trees.

In one motion, Kazama swung down towards Souji's heart. Souji did not have enough time to dodge the blow, so he took the hit. His shoulder burned with immense pain while his hand trembled, forcing a pained groan. Blood exploded from his wounds, but he was able to stop Kazama's sword from hitting his heart. His trembling hand stung with pain as he held Kazama's sword by its edge. Kazama furrowed his brows and pulled out his sword roughly from Souji's shoulder. But as he was pulling away, Souji took his opportunity to jab his sword directly towards Kazama. In an instant, Souji's sword sliced down onto Kazama's left shoulder. The oni backed away with a searing growl as blood began to travel down his sleeve.

"Damn you... Damn you, Okita! How dare you mar my shoulder?!", Kazama snarled at Souji.

"Eye for an eye", Souji smiled triumphantly.

"Okita-san!", Chizuru started to run towards Souji.

"I'm fine! I can still fight", Souji yelled to halt Chizuru's advance.

"But your arm!", she insisted.

"This is nothing. It'll go away in sec", he assured. In fact, he could already feel his hand and shoulder starting to repair. He began to straighten himself, but that was when Kazama charged at him with full speed.

"You're nothing but a sinful creature! You disgust me! I'll perish you away until there's nothing left of you on this earth!", Kazama roared as he swung towards Souji's head. Souji intercepted his blow, but the force of Kazama's swing made clouds of dust form around them. All anyone could see of their swords were faint lines of silver. Whenever Souji attacked, Kazama evaded the attack and countered. With his shoulder healed, Kazama swung down again with brute force, only this time, Souji anticipated his attack and was able to clear himself out of the way.

This was his chance. Souji quickly and fluently launched towards Kazama. His sword aimed for Kazama's heart. The oni's eyes were wide in shock; all he could do was watch Souji's sword heading towards him. The aim was perfect. In a split second, Kazama could have been dead. But Souji's sword never reached its destination.

Souji's arm fell limp and weak beside him while he landed roughly on his knees. Wet and tearing coughs had caught him off guard. Immediately, Souji covered his mouth with his hand. He could feel blood trickling down his fingers. The white of his hair began to recede back into its natural hue while his eyes returned to its forest-green color. As much as Souji wanted to get up and finish Kazama off, his body had a different intent. In a short moment, Kazama regained his composure and stood over Souji while chuckling.

"I'll admit you have some skill... But your disease weakens you. Did you really think you could defeat a true oni in this sorry state?", Kazama peered over at Souji with a triumphant grin. Souji's eyes met his in a cold hard glare. The only thing he could voice out were strained and raspy breaths. It did not surprise him that Kazama knew about his disease. The oni worked with Kodou and Kaoru, so he must have discovered about Souji's illness from one of them.

"What...?", Chizuru took a step towards them. Souji cursed weakly under his breath.

"Okita-san, you... You still have tuberculosis?", her voice trembled with sadness and desperation. Even if Souji could speak clearly, he did not want to answer her. His secret that he was desperately trying to protect her from had finally come out into the open by a violent cough. Kazama chuckled again and faced Chizuru.

"The Water of Life gives physical strength, but it can only restore fresh wounds. It cannot cure a disease", Kazama explained.

"No... That can't be true... You're lying!", Chizuru defended, but nothing could hide her despondent tone. Kazama let out a disapproving sigh.

"Believe what you want, but just look at him", Kazama turned his head to Souji's crouching figure.

"His exterior might seem healthy, but his body is broken. He's rotting away from the inside out. The only cure for his disease is a quick death"

Whatever was going through Chizuru's head, she was not going to let Kazama touch Souji. Her hand trembled with fear, but it was slowly reaching towards the hilt of her sword. Both Kazama and Souji noticed her intent.

"Hmm... Are you planning to draw your sword against one of your own kind? How noble to your friend... But you're better off becoming my bride", Kazama persuaded. Chizuru's hand stopped.

"Wait. What do you mean by that?", she asked suspiciously.

"It's no fun cutting away at something that's useless, but that does not mean that I will spare him so easily... What do you say about making a deal?", Kazama inquired.

"A Deal?"

"You put your sword away and come with me. It's our marriage and future children for that mongrel to live, or...", Kazama began.

"Or what?"

"Or you can refuse me and defend that insignificant human's life, but he'll die at your expense. Either way, I'll still be taking you", Kazama smirked wickedly. His proposition had left Chizuru with barely any options. Her skill with a sword was more than a longshot away from Kazama's. She had no escape route. Her woeful eyes trailed to Souji for a moment, then she inhaled deeply and faced Kazama again.

"You'll let him go if I leave with you?", Chizuru asked sternly.

"It's not the oni's way to make empty promises", Kazama cajoled.

"...Okay, I understand... I'll go with you", Chizuru's hands fisted on her side, but she made her way towards Kazama. Ignoring the condition of his body, Souji hurled his sword towards Kazama. Since Souji was still weak, Kazama could easily intercept his attack. He summoned an incredible amount of power and kicked Souji several yards away.

"Okita-san!", Chizuru cried out. Souji's body shook immoderately as he used all of his energy to stand. More blood dripped from his mouth. Kazama glared at Souji sourly.

"Why don't you just give up already? It's obvious as to which one of us will be victorious", Kazama taunted.

"Shut up... I... I won't lose... I'll kill you without a doubt", Souji panted out.

"Hmph, you're stubbornness is pointless. You irritate me", Kazama sneered.

"Whatever you say about me... It means nothing to me", Souji tried his best keep his voice steady. Kazama lifted a brow and smirked.

"Really... Then I'll kill you now so that I can make wedding arrangements", his lustful eyes glanced back at Chizuru, making Souji's blood burn with rage.

"I told you to shut up!", Souji let his fury powers consume his body once more while he charged ahead.

"Don't, Okita-san!", Chizuru screamed in panic, but Souji ignored her. His sword clashed again with Kazama's. Souji had lost control of himself. At that moment, he was Okita Souji; the fury; the beast. What were his human war cries shifted into strong animalistic growls and snarls. Kazama seemed to enjoy fighting against Souji. His laugh echoed eerily around the entire forest. Both of their eyes were widely berserk. Raving and twisted grins were plastered on their faces. They both craved for the taste of blood.

At the sight of them, anyone would call them monsters. By the pace of the fleeting battle, one of them was going to die, perhaps both. Near the peak of the conflict, both swords aimed for their opponent's kill zone. Souji and Kazama no longer bothered to counter or dodge. They were both swinging for the final blow.

"Stop!", Chizuru's voice screamed, but her plea fell on deaf ears.

Time crawled by. Both swords reflected the moon's silver light. What stood in front of both swordsmen was not their opponent.

Chizuru had placed herself in between Souji and Kazama.

Souji's sense of self returned immediately. He exerted his arm away to pull his sword back. His feet skid across the dirt ground. He stopped right in time before he could ram over Chizuru's back. His eyes flew up wide in what was in no doubt shock.

Kazama had the same instinctive reaction. He forced himself to stop the motion of his swing by holding his sword directly overhead. His fluorescent eyes widened for a quick moment before scowling at Chizuru, who stood squarely in front of him with a stern glare. Souji finally zapped out of his shock and his eyes pierced Chizuru's back.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?! I could've killed you!", Souji scolded fiercely. Kazama must have felt the same way by the way he looked at Chizuru.

"I never thought you would be foolish enough to do something like that. Move", his voice and face were calm, but his eyes lit up with anger.

"No!", Chizuru snapped. She could defy Kazama as much as she had wanted, but Souji would make her listen to him.

"I told you to stay back-", he started but Chizuru cut him off.

"I don't care! I'm not moving!", she defied stubbornly while still facing Kazama, making Souji more irritated.

"Don't be an idiot-!", Souji yelled back, only to be interrupted again.

"I don't care!", she repeated.

"I'm not going to let you two fight anymore", her voice lowered but her tone was still strict. Souji was dazed by her. What made her so motivated to risk her life for his? There were some things he could not interpret about her.

"Does this mean you're accepting my offer?", Kazama asked while lowering his sword to his side.

"No. I don't want to leave with you", Chizuru answered firmly. Kazama's brows furrowed in response.

"You're in no position to decide that", his voice lowered to a dangerous tone. His free hand began to reach for Chizuru, but she smacked it away from her, surprising everyone.

"I told you, I'm not going!", she restated herself. Kazama opened his mouth to say, or yell, something back, but Chizuru interrupted him as well.

"I _can't_ go with you either way", she claimed, though there was a slight amount of doubt in her voice. Kazama looked at her with a questioning expression.

"What do you mean by that?", he asked bitterly. Chizuru inhaled deeply while Souji softened his gaze. Already did Souji know what she was going to say.

"I'm a fury", the statement made Souji's chest tighten uncomfortably. Amagiri's eyes widened in disbelief before hardening into an icy glare. Kazama's mouth dropped slightly while his eyes looked more shocked than Souji had ever seen him muster.

"...That has to be false", Kazama insisted.

"It's not the oni's way to make empty promises", she assured with his own words. That was when Kazama did not attempt to hide his disgust.

"They made you turn into one of them, didn't they? The Shinsengumi, who you call friends", Kazama appeared to have hissed every word. Then Kazama's flared eyes darted impetuously to Souji.

"You insolent bastard! You'll pay for disgracing the Yukimura name!", Kazama started to move past Chizuru, but Chizuru stood protectively in front Souji.

"No! It's not his fault! Neither is it the Shinsengumi's!", Chizuru defended. Anyone could tell that Kazama was clenching his jaw.

"Who's responsible for this crime?", he demanded.

"What...?", Chizuru questioned.

"I would find it hard to believe that you drank the Water of Life willingly. Someone forced it down, so who's guilty?", he demanded again with a cold tone. Chizuru froze. Perhaps she was not sure how to tell Kazama about everything that Kaoru had done, but Souji suspected that there was another reason behind her reluctance. After all, he was probably the one who knew Chizuru better than anyone else. No matter what horrible things Kaoru had bestowed on her, she was not capable of hate. It was not in her nature. She was not prepared to snitch on her brother.

"Why should she tell you that?", Souji questioned to drive the attention away from Chizuru. Amagiri stepped closer towards them.

"She should tell us because this is our business. Yukimura Chizuru is one of our kind, we have a right to know who is trying to tarnish our existence", Amagiri explained calmly despite his stern gaze. Souji stepped beside Chizuru and put a hand on her shoulder. He knew how difficult this was for Chizuru, so he looked at her face for any sign of uncertainty. She looked up at him with sad eyes, but she said nothing. Souji nodded and took her silence as a consent to start recalling all of what had happened. Before he began, both he and Kazama changed back into their normal forms. Their battle had ended on a stalemate.

Souji spoke for Chizuru to alleviate her from more stress. It was bad enough that she was the one who had explained everything earlier to Sen and Matsumoto, so now it was his turn to carry that burden. Kazama and Amagiri said nothing. Their faces were stoic, but Souji could see the hidden rage inscribed within their eyes.

"There, now you know everything", Souji finished off. For a long time, no one said anything. Kazama stared directly at Souji the entire time. It was like he was waiting for something to happen. Souji stood still and gazed back at him sternly. The air was tense. A wrong move could lead to a horrible conclusion. Kazama glanced at Chizuru for a moment before turning around and heading towards the opposite end the clearing. Amagiri followed him shortly after.

"What...?", Chizuru spoke Souji's mind. Kazama stopped and turned slightly towards them.

"You two are free to go"

"Why...?", Chizuru asked with strong sense of bewilderment and confusion.

"You are worthless to me as a fury. Your blood is no longer rare and pure", he almost sneered. Even if Chizuru was invaluable to him as a fury, both her and Souji found it surprising that Kazama would grant them freedom. For the first time in a while, luck had been on their side, but it was not enough to clear their problems.

"But oni blood still runs through your veins. It's part of our oni honor to allow you to live. Consider that the highest form of mercy you'll ever be granted" Kazama began to turn around, but Chizuru's voice stopped him.

"Wait! What're you going to do now?", she could not help but ask.

"To eliminate the other Yukimuras. I had a feeling that brat couldn't be trusted. Kodou let him loose on too long of a leash", he blatantly spoke ill of Kaoru. Chizuru opened her mouth to speak, but Amagiri's voice stopped her.

"Besides Nagumo Kaoru alone, Kodou must be exterminated as well", though Amagiri was usually tempered, the word "exterminated" set off a heart-racing meaning.

"My father? ...What has he done?", Chizuru asked desperately.

"They have both tarnished the name of the Yukimura clan. That itself is unforgivable", Kazama answered while his crimson-red eyes glowered.

"Kodou has abandoned the Satsuma clan and betrayed our kind. We'll have to kill him", he continued.

"The New Government Army took him in after we had left", Amagiri went on.

"Wait, are you saying-?", Souji cut himself off.

"We cut our ties with the Satsuma clan. We do not owe them anything else", Amagiri clarified.

"But Kodou is using the men, that the New Government Army supplied him with, to create an entire army of furies", he went on.

"An army?", Chizuru questioned.

"Why the hell does Kodou-san need an army?", Souji asked.

"We're unclear with that reason, but we're sure it is not for the benefit of the New Government Army. Also, furies are a failed experiment. They need a lot of blood to survive. You can probably imagine what will happen if Kodou lets his army run free", Amagiri replied.

"So you're going to kill Kodou-san before anything bad happens, right?", Souji inquired, to which Amagiri gave a short nod. Chizuru trembled. The man that had been her father was now nothing more than a butcher. Souji could tell that she was not ready to give up on Kodou. Kazama seemed to have lost interest and started to turn again, but Chizuru repeated the same action.

"Wait, Kazama-san! Please give me some time!", she pleaded. Kazama turned his head back but said nothing. He waited for her to explain herself.

"Please... I want to speak to my father. I know he's not my real father, but to me he is. If I talk to him, maybe he'll realize the mistake he's making. Please!", Chizuru bowed to him. Kazama looked at her for awhile, perhaps pondering the idea about whether or not to listen to her request. His expression was as stoic as ever, making it difficult for Souji to interpret exactly what he was thinking. Finally, Kazama turned to face Chizuru.

"Very well, I will give you a little time", he stated administratively. A sigh of relief escaped past Chizuru's mouth.

"Thank you very much", her words were sincere.

"Don't forget", Kazama began, catching Chizuru by dim surprise.

"Oni always keep their promises, you'll do well to remember that", Kazama advised.

"Also, remember to uphold the oni's honor, you know what will happen otherwise", he threatened her for her own good. Souji and Chizuru understood how merciful Kazama had been. Furies were abominations to him. If he had wanted to, he could have taken both of their lives easily.

"Yes", Chizuru promised firmly.

"I would solve your family matters as soon as possible if I were you. If you don't, we won't hesitate to step in", he counseled once more to her. After Chizuru nodded her head in agreement Kazama gazed at Souji one last time.

"Use your time wisely, that's all I can say to you", for once, Kazama had looked at Souji with acknowledging eyes. His eyes were always red, only this time, they did not have that usual glint that craved for bloody frenzies.

"I know", Souji replied while relaxing his tense muscles.

"We'll part ways here. I hope we don't see each other again", Kazama stated smugly with a small smirk. Though his farewell seemed rude, it made sense. If they ever saw each other again, the end would spell misfortune. With a small nod, Kazama turned and walked gracefully towards the black forest. Amagiri bowed to Souji and Chizuru and then followed Kazama's trail.

A warm breeze traveled around the clearing. The trees rustled softly like a whisper. Scattering sakura petals blocked the sight of Kazama and Amagiri's descending figures. By the time the soft pink petals had cleared, the two oni were gone.

Souji patted Chizuru's shoulder softly. They still had so much to do, but the chains of their misfortune were lessened by the cancelation of one threat, even though they were still treading a dark path. Souji gave a small wry smile to Chizuru. She responded with a forced smile, but her honey-chocolate eyes told Souji everything he had guessed. Sadness was engraved within her huge orbs at that moment. Despite not having Kazama as a threat anymore, dread still consumed her heart, and Souji understood why.

They were both furies, who were now ticking time bombs to a future filled with madness. Chizuru's father was building an army of mindless killers. Kaoru lived sadistically to make his own twin sister suffer, along with anyone she had ever cared about. Souji would undoubtedly live a short life. He had burned part of his life force already. And to make matters worse, he still had tuberculosis. His disease was slowly eating away at his lungs. Souji and Chizuru spoke nothing about their disadvantages. They both understood that dreading about them vocally would not erase them.

Instead, they traveled through the woods and moved on. Tomorrow would be a new night. Even if they faced more struggles, their fears were lessened because they had each other for support. They would walk through the black and uncertain future together.

* * *

><p><strong>Once again, I'm sorry I made you guys wait this long, but I hope this chapter could serve as a form of compensation. Please review and tell me what you guys are thinking! I love reading through what you guys post! I can't say when the next chapter will be posted, but I'll start working on it by Wednesday, so if I'm lucky, I'll have the next chapter done by the end of the week. Thank you for reading (and bearing through any errors), and as always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	26. Chapter 26

**Hey guys! Just a little heads up, I recently got a new part-time job, so it will be difficult for me to post future chapters regularly. But don't worry, the story will continue no matter what. I'll post status updates on my profile page at least once a week, so check those to see how I'm progressing throughout new chapters. Anyways, I'll let the chapter do the rest of the narrating. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 26: A Warrior's Farewell<p>

For the rest of the night, Souji and Chizuru traveled through the vast forest. They had to make heavy headway if they wanted to catch up with Hijikata and the rest of the Shinsengumi. Plus, they were both in dire need to leave the city of Edo. Too much had happened in just the few hours that they were there. The sun's rays began to drape over the horizon, causing Souji's and Chizuru's eyes to wince instinctively. Souji wanted to continue walking, but he could easily notice how Chizuru struggled. Her body cringed awkwardly with every step she took, she began panting heavily, and small beads of sweat started to trail down her pale face.

"Do you want to stop?", Souji suggested with a hint of concern on his face.

"No, I'm fine", Chizuru insisted.

"Hey, you don't have to fake it-", Souji started to protest, but Chizuru shook her head.

"Really, let's keep walking", she started to move past Souji. Souji frowned lightly as he stared at her back. Who knows what could be happening to her? She might have been a fury, but that did not mean that she would react the same way as Souji. She was an oni after all. Maybe the Water of Life's effects were not as strong to her as they had been to other humans. Still, oni or not, nothing changed the fact that being a fury was terrible. But Souji could not exactly understand how Chizuru was coping with her fury nature. Maybe she_ was_ fine, at least somewhat. Souji sighed and followed Chizuru. He would trust her word, but he would be cautiously observing her for any bad signs.

Several hours had gone by, and the sun had now fully illuminated everything. Souji was exhausted, but he pushed forward, nonetheless. He was filled with anxiety and dread ever since Matsumoto had told him about what had happened to Kondo. With more motivation than ever before, Souji was desperate to find Hijikata. There were so many things he wanted to ask him, but he feared what answers he would get. Nevertheless, he needed to find out what really happened to Kondo. Even after Kazama had let him and Chizuru go, Souji's stress was barely alleviated.

Treading through the daylight was hard. Souji was surprised that his exposed skin did not burn off. But it was a hot and humid summer morning, which made the trail more grueling. If_ he_ was tired, imagine how Chizuru was doing. Souji looked back to see how she was. A small pit formed inside his stomach. Chizuru was desperately trying to match his pace. Her chest rose and fell heavily while beads of sweat trailed down her neck. Souji stopped, causing Chizuru to raise a brow.

"Okita-san? Is something wrong?", she asked. If Souji flat out told her what was wrong, she would stubbornly continue to walk. Instead, he grabbed her hand and walked straight towards a shaded wooded area.

"U-Umm...Okita-san, where are we going?", she questioned nervously.

"Just relax, you'll see when we get there", Souji assured with his common wry smile. He finally stopped in front of a tree while taking a quick glance of the area. The trees blocked most of the powerful sunlight which automatically eased Souji's tension. Plus, no intruder would easily find them. Without letting go of Chizuru's hand, Souji leaned his back against the tree's bark and slid down gently to the ground. The pull from Souji's weight caused Chizuru to fall right in front of him. Her surprised gasp was abruptly muffled by Souji's chest when she crashed on him.

"Go ahead, make yourself cozy", Souji teased. The obvious reaction that he was expecting appeared red on Chizuru's face.

"Ah! N-No, no, no... It's o-okay, we can still keep walking- if you want- Umm...", she tried to gently push herself off of Souji, but he enfolded his arms around her before she could escape.

"Geez, you can be so hard-headed sometimes. You were pushing yourself too much already. From now on, just tell me whenever you start feeling bad, okay?", he stated, making Chizuru blush more in embarrassment.

"...But what about Hijikata-san-?", she started but Souji cut her off.

"It's fine. Sometimes Hijikata-san's as slow as a snail, we won't miss him if we rest a little", he grinned at her. It was obvious that Chizuru was tense, her whole body went awkwardly rigid against his. Souji had to bite his tongue to prevent him from laughing, until he finally sighed.

"Don't worry, just sleep", he encouraged her by gently pulling her head to his shoulder.

"B-But-", she kept on insisting.

"Just relax. Nothing bad will happen to you-... Do you think I'm that type of person who would take advantage of this situation-?", he began reprimanding her teasingly, until Chizuru stopped him.

"O-Okay! Okay! I'll sleep now!", she quickly shut her eyes, and she tried to hide her face under Souji's head, but nothing could cover her flushed face. Souji grinned triumphantly at her expense.

"See? Now was that so hard?", he whispered softly, making Chizuru mewl lightly.

"...Stop teasing me... Okita-san...", she whispered back while letting her exhaustion get the best of her. In about a minute, Chizuru was fully asleep. Her warm breath almost tickled Souji's neck, but he only sighed. He could feel the slow rise and fall of her chest against him. If he could, he would tease Chizuru endlessly about this situation, but both of them were exhausted by the sun's penetrating light. He would let her get the rest she needed. His fingers slowly caressed through Chizuru's soft and dark hair, which he hoped could lull Chizuru into a deeper stage of sleep.

Despite the cruel sun, the environment was surprisingly calm. The distant chirping of cicadas intermingled with the morning songs of sparrows, which could soothe one's soul. Under the trees' shade, a slight breeze could cool one's temperament. But the sereneness of nature could do little to ease the chaotic storm within Souji. So much had happened, and there were still a lot of things to do in the future. However, time was limited. Even more so now for Souji's case. The weight of the pressure that hung over him was beginning to pin him down. But he could not let that stress crush him. If he gave up, then it would mean Chizuru's light would burn out as well, possibly Kondo's too. The last thing that Souji never wanted to happen was to lose the people he cared about.

Souji had not realized that he was furrowing his brows until his face began to twitch involuntarily. He finally breathed out calmly and relaxed himself further onto the tree's bark. It would do no good to him if his mind kept reeling over all the disadvantages that he and Chizuru had. Better to just rest while he could. Slowly, his eyes closed while he tightened his hold on Chizuru. He would not let her go. Somehow, they would both have to continue their journey to the unknown future. But they would not walk alone. For now, they would rest and cherish their calm and peaceful moment together. They will face the dark together when they wake up again...

As soon as dusk settled, Souji and Chizuru continued on their trail. They managed a conversation on their way, and luckily, they had not encountered any unnecessary distractions yet. The sky was surprisingly clear, making it easier to see with the beaming moon overhead. All was well halfway through the night until a recognizable voice called out to them.

"Please wait, Okita-san, Yukimura-kun!", the distinct voice approached them. Alarmed, Souji and Chizuru stopped abruptly with hands on their swords. They were not about to let another unwanted surprise take place. The figure finally appeared out from the bushes. He was wearing all black and had on a mask that covered most of his face.

"It's me- Whoa! Don't pull out your swords!", Yamazaki immediately put his hands up defensively when he noticed Souji in a fighting stance.

"Yamazaki-san?", Chizuru quirked a brow.

"Yes, it's me", he replied by pulling his mask down. Chizuru let out a suppressed sigh while relaxing her hand. Souji stood straight again, but he did not bother to remove his foul glare.

"What're you doing here?", Souji asked in a hostile tone. Unlike Chizuru, he was neither relieved nor happy to see Yamazaki again.

"What's with that attitude? Anyway, I'm here on my orders to look after you two", Yamazaki answered in a stoic tone.

"Look after us?", Chizuru questioned.

"Yes. Hijikata-san sent me to look for you", at hearing Yamazaki's response, Souji's eyes narrowed.

"Hijikata-san, eh? ...Why the hell would_ he_ send you here?", Souji inquired venomously. Though Souji had agreed to "talk" with Hijikata, that did not mean he would let Hijikata off the hook easily. He still had resentment.

"Are you going to stop me from seeing him? Is that what Hijikata-san ordered you to do?!", Souji's voice rose as he continued. Chizuru turned to him with pleading eyes, but Souji did not take his fiery green eyes away from Yamazaki. Yamazaki returned the same glare.

"What are you getting at?! And why would you think Hijikata-san would order such a preposterous thing?!", Yamazaki inquired aggressively.

"Don't play dumb! You know what happened to Kondo-san! Right?!", Souji shouted.

"Yes, I know what happened to the chief! But what does that have anything to do with my orders?!", Yamazaki shouted back.

"Hijikata-san must know that I know about what happened to Kondo-san! That's why he sent you here to prevent me from seeing him! That coward! He's called the Oni Lieutenant, yet he can't grow a pair to face me!", Souji continued furiously. Both men approached each other in an offensive stance. They were only a few  
>seconds away from clubbing each other with their fists.<p>

"What a silly accusation! How dare you insult your superiors!", Yamazaki shouted.

"I could say the same thing to you!", Souji yelled back.

"That's enough!", Chizuru ended the shouting match by shouting too. She also placed herself in between the two men and put her hands on their chests in attempt to hold them back.

"Both of you, please calm down! There's no point in arguing about this", her voice lowered, but her tone was still stern and harsh. Both Souji and Yamazaki looked at her with gaping expressions, until Yamazaki finally took a step back.

"I must agree with her... I admit that I overreacted, my apologies", he bowed slightly to Chizuru and tried to avoid eye contact with Souji. Souji inhaled deeply, but he was still filled with angst. Still, Chizuru looked at him with imploring eyes.

"...Maybe I did get a little out of hand...", Souji mumbled softly. There was a short moment of awkward silence among everyone, but at least Souji and Yamazaki were not going to grapple.

"Well? What're you going to do now?", Souji directed the question to Yamazaki.

"I have my orders. I will obey them until the end", Yamazaki responded in a composed manner.

"You know where we're going, right? We're going to meet up with Hijikata-san", Souji pressed on sternly.

"I assumed that... Nevertheless, I'll be escorting the two of you there", Yamazaki insisted.

"Then you're coming with us?", Chizuru questioned.

"Yes"

"And why should I let you come with us? You still haven't explained yourself clearly enough", Souji narrowed his eyes again.

"What do you want me to say?", Yamazaki inquired harshly.

"Since you asked, you can begin by telling us where you've been this whole damn time", Souji demanded. From there, Yamazaki had told Souji and Chizuru of his whereabouts. After he had left Matsumoto's place, he was infiltrating through Osaka. The war became progressively worse, so since then, Yamazaki became focused on reuniting with the Shinsengumi or finding Souji and Chizuru. He heard about what had happened in Edo, so he made haste to locate Souji and Chizuru. Either way, Yamazaki could not reach the Shinsengumi. But spying was one of Yamazaki's specialties. Of course, he had eventually acquired information about the war's status, including the news of Kondo's capture.

"I've tried to get news about the chief, but... Kyoto has been totally overrun by the New Government. It's impossible to find out anything more about the chief...", Yamazaki narrowed his gaze at the ground for a moment before meeting Souji's eyes.

"Anyway, I've been trying to find you both. After all, watching over you and Yukimura-kun was the last order Hijikata-san gave me. He was very clear on that", Yamazaki finally concluded. Souji relaxed his stance, but his eyes still pinned Yamazaki harshly.

"I don't care what you do. But if you plan on getting in my way, you can bet your ass that I'm not letting you off easy", Souji threatened coldly. Yamazaki only sighed in response.

"Well then, you pretty much know the whole deal on this war, right? Why don't you make yourself useful and tell us where Hijikata-san's at?", Souji asked.

"From what I've heard, the Shinsengumi and the Old Bakufu army are planning to take over Utsunomiya castle. I'm sure Hijikata-san will be leading the raid as the Commander of the Shinsengumi"

"Then it's settled. We're going to Utsunomiya", Souji affirmed.

Now Souji and Chizuru continued on their trail to Utsunomiya with Yamazaki. Luckily, Utsunomiya was only a day's walk away. If they traveled all night, they would all surely arrive to their destination the next evening. At least that was what they had intended to happen...

The night had been tranquil, as it should have been. It was almost dawn when Souji, Chizuru, and Yamazaki continued walking. They had all decided to travel at night, with the excuse that Souji could not travel in broad daylight. Souji did not tell Yamazaki that Chizuru was a fury. If he did, it would have most certainly led to another argument. Besides, Chizuru did not seem to make any attempt to inform Yamazaki about what happened. She must have been thinking the same exact thought as Souji. Better to keep traveling without anymore conflict.

Now, they were a closer to Utsunomiya. They had made good time, so now they planned to rest throughout the entire day and meet up with Hijikata the first thing at nightfall. Soon, Souji would get his answers. Just as the auburn sky was beginning to turn gold, a protruding voice broke their peace.

"Hey! You three! Stop!", the voice called out in a hostile tone. _'Now what?'_, Souji turned around and instinctively reached the hilt of his sword. Yamazaki followed Souji's example while Chizuru moved behind Souji before he could tell her to. Away from the dawn's light, the figure of an Imperial soldier approached them, gun in hand. Normally, this would not have been a problem for Souji and Yamazaki, but several more soldiers started to form behind the gunman. At this rate, they were not going to escape without some sort of battle taking place.

"Not common for civilians to be all the way out here, explain yourselves!", the gunmen directed.

"Do we really have to do this-?", Souji cut himself off when Yamazaki ran past him and charged straight towards the gunman. The soldier immediately shot, but the bullet missed. Quickly and skillfully, Yamazaki cut the gunman down. Shocked, it took a while for the other soldiers to process what they had just seen.

"Run!", Yamazaki instructed to Souji and Chizuru. Instantly, Souji took a hold of Chizuru's hand and darted towards the forest. Fortunately, Yamazaki was able to escape from the other soldiers since they were all too busy drawing their swords. Yamazaki ran along side Souji and Chizuru, but they were not safe just yet. Some of the soldiers ran after them, while the others raised the alarm. Souji, Chizuru, and Yamazaki were trapped within enemy ground. It made sense, some of the Imperial troops were stationed at Utsunomiya, so it was not that surprising that the soldiers had found them.

The first rays of sunshine started to beam from the horizon, automatically making the run more difficult for Souji and Chizuru. But there was nowhere to hide, they had to keep on running. More soldiers called after them from behind, as some started to shoot towards them. The distance made the accuracy of the bullets poor, but one managed to graze Souji's arm. He winced slightly in pain, but he felt relieve wash through him. The bullet was a normal one made out of lead. If it were silver, Souji's luck could have been turned around quickly. Easily enough, his arm healed quickly.

Souji, Chizuru, and Yamazaki had cleared the forest temporarily. They ended up at a small clearing, but they could not proceed any further. Reinforcements formed a ring around them. There was no question about it, a bloodbath was bound to happen.

"Drop your swords!", a soldier ordered. It seemed that within every passing second, the sun's light became more aggravating.

"Doesn't look like I have a choice...", Souji began to draw out his sword, but almost right away, Chizuru tugged the back of his clothes desperately.

"No, you can't! If you use your powers-! Please, don't do this!", she pleaded frantically. Souji stared at her with regretful eyes. Though he had wanted to listen to her, he was not given an alternative. If he did not turn into a fury, his life, including Chizuru's and Yamazaki's, would be at the hands of the enemy. But if he did let his fury nature consume him, there was still a chance that they could all die. Either way, Souji was not one who would go down without a fight.

"Sorry", he began. Chizuru's eyes widened more.

"No! Okita-san!", she cried out, but Yamazaki put a hand on her shoulder.

"There's no need to do that", Yamazaki told her calmly. Chizuru was ready to say -possibly shout- something back, but Yamazaki surprised everyone by stepping in front of Souji.

"Okita-san, please take Yukimura-kun away from here. I'll create an opening for you to escape", Yamazaki faced the band of soldiers as he drew his sword.

"What...?", Chizuru blurted out in disbelief.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?! You'll-!", Souji started to protest, but Yamazaki interrupted him.

"Please don't worry about me. I'll rejoin you with Hijikata-san soon enough. But we'll split ways for now", Yamazaki insisted in a relatively composed tone. Souji narrowed his eyes.

"...Why? ...Why are you doing this for us?", Souji asked with a hint of shock in his voice. Though Yamazaki's mouth was covered by his mask, Souji could tell he let out a short laugh.

"I'm still a subordinate to the Shinsengumi. Unlike me, you're irreplaceable", Yamazaki stated.

"...I don't mind that fate, though. I'm very proud that I serve under the Shinsengumi...", he continued. Anyone could tell that Yamazaki was smiling.

"Yamazaki-san...", Chizuru's voice trembled.

"I told you before that I'll obey my orders until the end... You have to talk to Hijikata-san, right? I'll be sure to meet up with you there", Yamazaki insisted.

"...You promise?", Chizuru asked with tears threatening to spill from her eyes. Yamazaki turned away and gazed at the small army ahead of him.

"...Yes, I promise", he proclaimed. Souji gaped at him. He had not exactly given a reason for Yamazaki to do anything for him. Still, he understood that Yamazaki was a man who respected honor and duty. Souji chuckled softly.

"I didn't take you for this kind of person, Yamazaki-kun... I would've never guessed you were an idiot, but... You're one hell of guy", Souji forced a smile as he gazed at Yamazaki's standing figure.

"You better keep your word, or else I'll kill you if you don't", Souji claimed softly.

"You make the worst jokes, Okita-san...", Yamazaki glanced at him once more before readying himself into a fighting stance. The sun now became visible from the horizon, almost blinding everything in view except for Yamazaki. Souji's chest tightened when he saw Yamazaki run straight towards the Imperial soldiers. Several guns went off in unison, and Souji could barely make out a bullet going through Yamazaki. He did not see where the bullet had landed, but nonetheless, Yamazaki still swung his sword around.

"Go!", he yelled out to Souji and Chizuru once more. Without any hesitation, Souji clamped his hand around Chizuru's and took off away from the mob.

Souji ran into the forest again. From the distance, he could hear more guns going off, but he never looked back. Instead, he focused on going straight to Utsunomiya with Chizuru alongside him. The sun peered overhead like an intimidating dragon. Its rays taunted Souji and Chizuru to stop, but they endured the pain and moved on. After several minutes, Souji and Chizuru could no longer hear the resounding echo of bullets, and it was not because they were far away. Whatever the result, the battle had ended. However, it was not hard for Souji to guess what had happened. Cursing silently to himself, Souji continued to lead Chizuru deeper into the forest. They may have escaped death, but there were still perilous confrontations that awaited them past the arduous sun and into the dark depths of the night...

* * *

><p><strong>Hope you guys enjoyed this chapter (pardon me if there are any errors I missed). I know it was shorter than usual, but the next chapter will certainly be interesting to read. Like I said, it'll be hard for me to post future chapters, so I'll continuously update my profile page. Plus, I've written a small analysis on Souji's character that you can read on my profile. Please review and tell me what you thought of this chapter! As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	27. Chapter 27

**Hey guys! I'd like to thank you for all of your reviews and continued support for this story, it's really ****_you_**** guys that make this story blossom, once again, thank you! This will be a shorter chapter, but I hope you'll still like it. I highly appreciate your patience, so without any further distractions... Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 27: More than Thoughts<p>

The cobalt blanket of the night replaced the powder blue sky of day. The small twinkling stars stood out more within the dark pool, and the waxing gibbous moon was almost to its full peak. The scenery was a beautiful portrait, no doubt, but even the bright lights could not clear the tension that lingered in the air. Souji and Chizuru avoided a conversation about the morning's events. Instead, they focused on reaching Utsunomiya while trying to avoid the Imperial army.

"We're almost there...", Souji commented.

"Huh? ...Oh. Yeah...", Chizuru responded aloofly. Without her noticing, Souji tried to study her face. He could easily tell that she was anxious, and it did not take long for him to figure out why. Though they had bumped into several startling surprises, Souji assumed that Chizuru was worried about Hijikata. Or at least, she was worried about what might happen when Souji and Hijikata confronted each other. Souji could tell this by the way Chizuru's eyes widened considerably at the mention of Hijikata's name, and of course, the irritated reaction from himself. Honestly, he could not blame her. Even_ he_ did not know what to expect from Hijikata. Whether the truth would be sugarcoated or not, Souji was not quite sure how he would deal with Hijikata. His first thought was to kill him, but then again, what would he accomplish by doing so? It would not solve the crisis that Kondo was in, and if Souji did kill him, he guessed that the issue would come back to bite him in the ass. Besides, he had known Hijikata since he was a child; he doubted that Hijikata was capable of doing something wrong. Also, he did not want to believe that Hijikata had an antagonistic role on Kondo's capture.

"Do you think we'll run into anyone else by chance?", Chizuru asked, pulling Souji away from his thoughts.

"Who knows? ...Maybe we'll run into Hajime-kun", Souji added.

"Saito-san?"

"Yeah. That guy's pretty much glued to Hijikata-san", Souji let out a short laugh when memories of his old friend came to mind.

"It seems that way... I wonder why he always follows Hijikata-san?", Chizuru pondered out loud.

"That's a good question... I know I wouldn't like to follow in that guy's steps"

"...Saito-san has always been very loyal to the Shinsengumi. Maybe that's why he's so willing to follow Hijikata-san", Chizuru continued.

"Probably... For him, it's either being stuck to Hijikata-san, or spending all of his time taking care of his sword", Souji tried to divert the conversation away from Hijikata.

"Why do you say that?", Chizuru inquired curiously.

"Hajime-kun always fusses about swords. He almost treats his sword like a baby. Really, he's kinda a geek for that stuff", Souji laughed again.

"I guess you're right. Saito-san can talk about the history of swords for such a long time", Chizuru laughed along with Souji.

"I remember he even treated the kitchen knives like babies too", Souji had to wipe tears from his eyes due to all of his laughter.

"...Not gonna lie, I kinda miss those days", Souji stated with a wry smile.

"Yeah, times were a little peaceful back then...", Chizuru gave a quick smile in response, but her tone was solemn. She shifted her attention and gazed up at the stars with pure admiration. Reminiscing about the past created a feeling of sweet nostalgia between the two. They enjoyed the aftertaste of their precious memories, but the small moment of bliss ended when a spasm of recognizable -and unwanted- pain shot through Souji's body.

"Okita-san?", Chizuru now had her full attention on him. Immediately, Souji crouched on the ground as his entire body felt like it was being engulfed within flames. His vision darkened while his throat closed, to the point where all he could manage to breathe out were labored gasps and groans. He knew that he was undergoing another bloodlust when he caught a glimpse of his new silvery-white hair. Chizuru tried to hold Souji down, who was now shaking violently. Their positioning brought Chizuru's neck closer to Souji's face. By his fury instinct, Souji could almost feel her blood pumping underneath her thin layer of skin. Instantly, his throat burned up immensely with a carnal lust for her blood. A dark part of him wanted to sink his teeth through her flesh to obtain his prize. The idea caused Souji's face to wince in denial. He did not want to surrender to his lascivious counterpart, even more so considering that he did not know his own limits. In less than a second he could destroy the woman whom he had been trying to protect. Souji did not open his eyes until an intoxicating scent plugged his nose.

He had not realized that Chizuru had sliced a small cut on her palm until he saw the scarlet liquid trickle down her fingers. Souji was compelled to launch himself towards her hand, but he looked into Chizuru's eyes for any sign of approval. In response, Chizuru stepped closer to him and lowered her hand towards his face.

"But-", he tried to resist, but Chizuru interrupted him.

"It's okay, my cut will heal shortly", she persuaded. But Souji was not worried about her cut. He knew that she would be fine, the problem was that he hardly trusted himself. Nonetheless, the red blood stared back at him with instigating resolve. With the most amount of self-control that he could muster, Souji brought his mouth closer to Chizuru's palm. With long and slender fingers, Souji gently stroked her hand with feather-like gentleness. Slowly but surely, Souji's tongue reached out for the crimson nectar. Every muscle within his body felt warm with excitement. A small shiver went down his entire spine pleasurably while the surging flames converted into a rejuvenating warmth. At the same time, however, his need increased with every lick. His cravings frightened him. He forced himself to pause momentarily to check on Chizuru. The view astonished him in an unexplainable way. Chizuru's honey-brown eyes were beautifully glazed while a subtle pink blush settled on her cheeks. She was in a state that Souji had never seen from her before. Souji quickly diverted his eyes away from hers before she could notice him, all while a strange fervency stained his face. With a small lick, he lapped the remaining traces of blood before he watched Chizuru's palm heal with magnificent speed.

After a few moments, Souji's hair eventually returned back to its normal color. Steadily, his breathing was beginning to regulate. Just as soon as he had composed himself, the horrid sound of artillery fire broke through the silent night.

"That's-!", Chizuru cut herself off. Quickly and stealthily, Souji and Chizuru climbed up the nearby hill and peered over the other side. It was Utsunomiya castle, and another battle was beginning to unravel before them. From their high vantage point, Souji and Chizuru could witness the castle coming under attack from the Imperial army. Immediately, the Old Bakufu soldiers came out to meet their enemies violently. Despite their numbers, the Imperial army had the upper hand. Souji's eyes immediately landed on several soldiers that he had recognized. They were from the Shinsengumi. Finally, Souji and Chizuru had found them. But Souji and Chizuru could not simply walk through to approach them. With remarkable speed, the battle was turning into a full-out war. The Imperial troops kept pressing on with their abominable invasion, leaving the Shinsengumi with little options.

"...They're surrounded. I don't think we'll be able to push our way through", Souji noted.

"Hijikata-san's going to order the retreat eventually. We should try and predict where they'll go, then get there first", he suggested.

"All right", Chizuru nodded her head in understanding. Just as Souji and Chizuru were beginning to depart the hill, another problem occurred. Souji noticed Chizuru wavering.

"O-Oh...", her legs began to buckle, but Souji caught hold of her arm before she could collapse to the ground. He could easily see how unhealthily pale she was and how small beads of sweat started to form all over her. What he feared the most was beginning to take form on Chizuru's body.

"Are you all right? Is...is this...?", Souji tried to remain calm, but he could feel his own features forming into a worried expression. He did not know how to word the situation properly, but Chizuru interpreted his message fluently. In response, Chizuru shook her head fiercely.

"No, I...don't feel like I want blood", she tried desperately to keep her voice steady. Souji did not let go of her arm, and he was glad that he kept his hold on her when she wobbled again.

"Ugh!", she groaned painfully, instantly putting Souji in a state near panic. He did not know what to do. How could he relieve her pain? Even blood did little to control a fury's madness. He was now sure that the Water of Life was endangering Chizuru, which made him all the more desperate to find Kodou. But he still needed to see Hijikata. And there was still Kaoru to worry about...

Souji kept on watching Chizuru with a dreadful expression, but Chizuru tried to wiggle her arm out from his grip.

"I-I'm fine", she tried to insist, but her statement did little to convince Souji. Nonetheless, she tried to stand up straight, and she forced a weak smile for him. How could she be fine after what he had just seen?

"I can walk", Chizuru continued, making Souji frown at her response. Of course he was worried. Being a fury himself, he knew how awful the side effects were from the Water of Life. He wanted to ask her if there was anything she needed or if she _really_ was okay, but that was when an unexpected and ragged cough shook his body. It was a constant reminder that he was running on borrowed time.

"Okita-san...?", now it was Chizuru's turn to be worried. She put a hand on his back for comfort while his episode of coughs continued.

"Maybe we should-", she started, but Souji could tell by the tone of her voice what she was going to say. With a dismissive wave of his hand, Souji interrupted her and finally managed to compose himself once more.

"If you're all right, then we should get moving", he kept his voice calm on purpose.

"...This is our best chance to catch up with Hijikata-san. I'm not losing him again", he continued. It did not matter whether or not he was fine, as long as he could see Hijikata and resolve Chizuru's problem, he did not care that he was dying.

"...Okay. Let's go", Chizuru responded almost reluctantly, unknowingly hinting of her uncertainty about Souji reuniting with Hijikata. Nevertheless, nothing was going to stop Souji now from seeing him.

"...Let me know if you start feeling bad, all right?", Souji gave Chizuru a quick smile before taking her hand and beginning to walk through the forest again. Knowing well that the Imperial army had pretty much conquered the entire castle, Souji predicted that Hijikata was going to take the Shinsengumi and their allies north of Utsunomiya, towards the mountains. Though Souji and Chizuru seemed all right, they decided to lean against one another for support. Souji tried having casual conversations with Chizuru, but he could not help himself from feeling embarrassed. Though he masked his thoughts, Souji kept taking mental notes of how near his face was Chizuru's. He tried to ignore it as best as he could, but eventually his conversation with Chizuru came to its prominent end. For a moment, the two of them said nothing as they walked. Finally, Chizuru took a deep breath and broke the silence, automatically relieving Souji's awkward tension.

"If you do find Hijikata-san...", she started with a nervous edge.

"...What will you do? Have you decided yet?", she finally asked. Truthfully, Souji had been expecting that question from her. He stared at her for a moment to study her features. Though she looked worried, her eyes demanded an answer from him. Her question was one that he kept asking himself. Even if he had an answer, she would not be able to understand it unless she knew the whole underlying truth behind it. Easily enough, Souji felt no reluctance to tell her. In fact, he wanted her to understand his point of view. Souji decided to start his answer from the beginning.

"I'm the son of a samurai, you know. ...My family wasn't real well-off though", he calmly spoke about his past. Chizuru gazed at him with a quizzical expression. She was probably not expecting Souji to talk about himself, nonetheless, she said nothing and waited patiently for him to continue.

"My parents died when I was really young, and the Sheikan dojo was nice enough to take me in as an apprentice"

"Sheikan...", Chizuru wondered aloud.

"That's Kondo-san's dojo, isn't it?", she inquired. Souji grinned and nodded his head in response.

"That place was where most of us had met. Inoue-san, Sannan-san, Sano-san, Shinpachi-san, Heisuke-kun, Hajime-kun, ...Hijikata-san too", he recalled.

"...As for me, I was pretty much busy cleaning or doing other chores around the dojo. But I'd also been trained in swordplay", Souji purposefully left out the part about his sister and the older pupils. He did not want to sour Chizuru with all of those horrible encounters that had almost doomed him. His point was to explain how important Kondo was to him.

"Kondo-san was nice enough to take care of me. Even when I was in a gloomy state, he taught me many valuable things. He never gave up on me...", Souji remembered how Kondo held him when he won the practice tournament many years ago. That was the first time he had ever felt important to someone. The first time he had actually _mattered_ to someone.

"Kondo-san really looked out for me. He was always happy to spar, or just screw around...", a smile appeared on Souji's face as he spoke to Chizuru.

"I guess you could say he was kinda like an older brother", admiration was plainly obvious in Souji's voice. But Kondo was not the only portion of the equation to Souji's answer. Souji let go of Chizuru and looked off toward the horizon, something that he had all ways done, and his smile turned into a deplorable grin when thoughts of Hijikata came to his mind.

"Anyway, the other guy Kondo-san was closest to was this real asshole. Selfish, arrogant, grumpy...", but Souji knew that Hijikata was vital to Kondo. But Souji had learned to accept him as someone important to Kondo. At times, the two did share happy memories with one another. Souji may not have cared for Hijikata as much as Kondo, but either way, Hijikata was a part of his life.

"Okita-san...", Chizuru called out softly. Souji watched the dark horizon for a moment, not sure what to say next. He admitted to himself that his situation was complicated. There was not an exact way to explain his ordeal clearly. But he did say what he could, hoping that Chizuru would at least understand why meeting with Hijikata was so important.

"I think I understand", Chizuru stated, letting her words hang in the air. After a quiet moment, Chizuru stood straight and stepped in front of Souji.

"Let's go find Hijikata-san. If we don't hurry up, he's going to disappear again", Chizuru claimed more confidently compared to how she was only a few minutes ago. Souji blinked in confusion.

"I thought you wanted to stop me", he proclaimed his suspicion.

"Well, until now I did...", Chizuru admitted. Suddenly, it became harder for her to meet Souji's gaze, but she tried her best to keep her voice steady.

"Because of who you are...", she paused, perhaps thinking about the right words to convey. Souji listened attentively to every word she spoke. Finally, after a prolonged moment of silence, Chizuru met his eyes squarely.

"...I believe in you", Chizuru voiced clearly. Her words resounded through Souji's head. Souji could almost feel the impact down to his core. His eyes went wide with a whirlwind of shock and astonishment. He was completely stunned as he stared at Chizuru. No one had ever placed that much faith and trust in him. All of the sudden, his mind froze, but his gut instinct reacted on its own. He could no longer think, but his body conveyed what he truly felt. Without any kind of warning, Souji's arms reached out and pulled Chizuru in for a warm embrace.

"U-Uh...um...!", Chizuru blurted out. It was only then that Souji realized that he may have startled her. Nevertheless, his arms remained wrapped around her.

"...Sorry", he whispered softly to her. He felt like his heart was working harder to keep on beating.

"I just really felt like I had to hold you", he admitted honestly. He closed his eyes and tried to comprehend what was happening to him. But besides his own body, he could feel Chizuru's warmth pressed against him gently. She smelled like a natural sweet honey mixed in with the scent of delicate lilies. Her small hands landed on his chest, making Souji's heart throb more. He was a little nervous that she would feel his heart beating strongly and rapidly.

"This feeling... It feels like my heart's about to break, but...I'm happy?", his voice almost trembled. There had been plenty of moments when Souji felt like his heart was being painfully twisted apart, but never before had he felt joy in it like he was now. It was something he did not understand, almost making him feel angst from the strange and exotic emotion. But either way, he was happy. Happy that he had met someone like Chizuru. Happy that he could talk to her about his past that he hid from others. Happy that she understood and trusted him. He was completely bewildered and in awe from his current position.

"Okita-san...", Chizuru whispered back, doing nothing to resist his tender embrace.

"...You're such a mysterious a girl", Souji stated softly. The girl was a wonder. Just when Souji had thought he could see right through her, she would always surprise him by some sort of invisible strength. When Souji thought that he would scare her away, she did just the opposite and stayed by his side. His arms squeezed tighter around her. She was so precious to him, that much he knew for certain.

"Maybe I'm a little embarrassed. You know, you're the only person I've ever told about this?", he tried to explain, but he knew that he was feeling more than flustered. There had been others, like Ibuki, who knew about what Souji had been through. But Souji had never told them personally about how he felt, adding to Chizuru's exclusiveness to him.

"I'm...happy", Chizuru conveyed truthfully while savoring Souji's distinct warmth. At last, Souji finally pulled his arms away, taking a mental note that Chizuru's warmth lingered on him. He smiled down at Chizuru softly.

"Well, to answer your question... I think I just want to know how Hijikata-san feels", he finally decided. Like him, Hijikata adored Kondo, there had to be a valid explanation as to what happened to Kondo. Both Souji and Hijikata would have given their lives for Kondo, knowing that caused Souji to drive for the truth.

And with that, Souji took Chizuru's hand again, and the two proceeded towards the mountains. Soon, Souji would have his answers to the questions that he had been anxiously waiting to ask. Into the night, Souji and Chizuru traveled through the forest towards Hijikata. The destined encounter was expected to begin shortly...

* * *

><p><strong>I had a little spare time this week, that's why this chapter was posted so early (my bad if there are any mistakes I missed); however, that won't always be the case, please keep that in mind. Anyway, I was desperately waiting to write this chapter since the beginning of this story, and I hope that I could finally do it in a way that moved you. You'll see Hijikata in the next chapter, so be prepared! Please review this chapter, and tell me what you guys thought of it. Your reviews keep me motivated and excited to write more chapters. Also, don't forget to check my profile page for any updates. As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	28. Chapter 28

**Hey guys! Thank you for all of your lovely reviews! Like always, I enjoy reading each one. Sorry for the wait, but life happens. Anyway, I know you guys are excited for this chapter, so I'll let the story take it away****. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 28: The Broken Bond of Brothers<p>

The night had turned slightly colder near the mountain pass. Besides Souji and Chizuru, the dirt path was empty. But soon, they would be meeting with the nationalist army, with Hijikata in the lead.

It took Souji and Chizuru around an hour to arrive at the edge of the mountainous trail. They were early, so they waited patiently for any sign of movement heading towards them. Though they had hardly been there for long, time ran cruelly dry. The longer they waited, the more anxious Souji became; perhaps Chizuru too, it was hard to tell since she kept drifting her gaze around the landscape. He knew that the Shinsengumi had no other options but to retreat through the mountains; however, he was beginning to second-guess himself. But his nervousness faded away rapidly within the next moment. Finally, the wait paid off, and the distant sound of marching men came closer by each second. Souji took a quick glance at Chizuru, who gave him a short permissive look. After a fleeting moment, he inhaled deeply and managed to keep his face and stance calm. He kept thinking to himself that he would just ask Hijikata questions, and Hijikata would answer him back; simple as that.

Souji kept his attentive gaze at the trail's horizon. The moon was still out, so Souji could still perceive his surroundings quite easily. Composed, Souji waited for the crowd of men to appear at any second. He could hear their heavy footsteps, but their voices were dead. Suddenly, a dark head bobbed slightly over the horizon. At a slow but even pace, the figure appeared and became identifiable. It was _him_.

Souji narrowed his eyes slightly with unspoken determination. He and Chizuru stood in the middle of the path, blocking access to the oncoming soldiers, who were now visible to see. Their faces were solemn with defeat from their retreat from Utsunomiya caslte, but Souji did not pay any attention to them. His eyes remained trained on _him_.

Finally, the man's violet eyes met Souji's green ones and widened with sudden surprise.

"You came all the way to Utsunomiya? Both of you?", Hijikata asked almost in shock. Though his voice was stoic, Souji could tell from the depth of Hijikata's eyes that he was not expecting to see them. A voice in the back of Souji's head told him that maybe Hijikata did not want to see them. Nevertheless, they were all gathered together now, and Souji would not leave without answers to his questions.

Instead of answering Hijikata's question, Souji only looked at him blankly. He was in no way going to talk about anything else other than Kondo. Whether or not he took Souji's silence as an answer, Hijikata signaled his troops to advance without him. Afterwards, he, Chizuru, and Souji stepped off the path. Then Hijikata made his way towards Souji.

Face to face, Souji noticed how different Hijikata looked. Despite his new short hair and western clothes, Hijikata's face seemed to have changed as well. Souji could no longer see the pride and ferocity that resided within Hijikata. His expression was cold, as it had always been, but it was no longer strict. It was...loney. Nonetheless, Souji did not want to pity him or try to understand him. He only came to meet Hijikata to clear the air once and for all.

"I need you to tell me the truth, Hijikata-san", Souji began. His voice was nowhere near its normal, youthful playfulness. Instead, it was stoic but stingingly cold as ice. Both men met each other's gazes directly.

"...What happened with Kondo-san?", Souji went straight to the point. Just when Hijikata's face was already cold to begin with, it turned harder and more frigid at the mention of Kondo's name. His eyes no longer glossed, but darkened instead. His brows furrowed slightly, but he still met Souji's demanding gaze with a tall stance. When he spoke, his voice was low and firm...

"Kondo-san surrendered to the Imperial Army. They put him in prison, then they chopped his head off"

...Everything stopped. Nothing moved slowly or hastily. During the paused time of agonizing and harsh moment of comprehension, everything felt disintegrated. Without a doubt, Souji's eyelids flew up to their maximum extent while his jaw loosened slightly. Disbelief was one of the many emotions that circled Souji's mind.

"Ah!", Chizuru cried in shock and terror while her hands darted to cover her mouth. It was then that Souji was pulled back to the cruelty of reality. Out of all the things that could have happened to Kondo, Souji would have never predicted his...death. Kyoto had become an entire prison for Kondo, Souji understood that the chances of rescuing him were slim to none.

...But death?

Was that the only alternative for Kondo?

Death itself was black hole. What lied beyond it could be titled by anyone, but no one knows for certain. But to Souji, death had no reverse. There was no coming back.

Kondo was gone. Not for a day. Not for a month. Not for a year.

He disappeared forever...

Souji would never again see the man who had been the center of his universe.

...Things could have -_should have_- been different.

"What... And what the_ fuck_ were you doing?!", Souji yelled harshly to Hijikata while his face contorted into a look he had never given before.

Time was a strange wonder. One moment, it could stop and slow down into agonizing seconds. But on other occasions, it flashes through before anyone could interpret their surroundings.

At that moment, time raced while emotion clouded thought.

Rapidly, Souji's fist grabbed more than a handful of Hijikata's collar while his other hand shook Hijikata fiercely. By being naturally tall, Souji towered over Hijikata. His wild face neared the other man's to an intimidating position.

"You were there! With him! How could you let Kondo-san surrender?!", Souji's voice boomed while he snarled ferociously. His eyes were wide and lunatic like an enraged beast while they pierced Hijikata's like ruthless daggers. Adrenaline took over Souji's body. His heart raced wildly with more emotions than just anger and despair. Finally, the question that had plagued Souji's mind was spoken aloud. And if it would drive him to hell, Souji would have his answer either way.

"Why didn't you save him?! Goddamnit Hijikata-san, you could have saved him! I _know_ you could have!", Souji poured his heart out with mad intensity. Despite him yelling furiously, the edge of his voice was breaking. It was one of the saddest things anyone could ever hear.

"I couldn't!", Hijikata matched Souji. A cord broke within Souji when he heard his response. The frigid look in Hijikata's eyes dissipated despite his glare.

"I wanted to save him. I tried! You think I _wanted_ to let him do that?!", though Hijikata shouted, his voice was strained, maybe even weak. But his message pinned Souji's soul to a dark pit.

"Maybe not... But now Kondo-san's dead", Souji's voice trembled into a sound that was only an inch away from a murmur while his core felt empty. Sobs threatened to escape past his mouth, so he clenched his jaw tightly to the point where his mouth ached, but he ignored the slight physical pain. That kind of pain was nothing to him now compared to the hole within his chest.

"Souji...", the commander's voice softened as he uttered Souji's name in a pained manner. He gazed at Souji with a mournful expression. The pain they both experienced was the same. Neither one of them wanted Kondo to vanish. They had both been raised with the mindset that the man who was idolized as an older brother would have outlasted them. But he was gone, and there was not anything nor anyone that could have saved him. Weak and defeated by emotion, Souji's hands released Hijikata's collar and fell limply to his sides.

Hijikata could not save Kondo. That thought echoed painfully throughout Souji's mind. Hijikata; the man who could intimidate any man, the man who could become an exceptional leader, the man who could survive anything, the man who was praised by the most important person in Souji's world. That image of Hijikata was finally shattered. From writing terrible haiku to having a weak resistance to alcohol, Hijikata was imperfect. But his fatal flaw was that he could not protect the man whom he had been trying to bring up as a hero and a legend. Hijikata made things possible, but as a price, he made the possibility of saving Kondo impossible. Rage filled Souji while his chest ached terribly when he finally grasped the idea that there were things that even the Oni Lieutenant could not do.

...But then again, was it really Hijikata's fault that Kondo was dead? Perhaps not, but Souji was still frustrated by the outcome of the situation.

In the next instant, Souji's brutal fist slammed against Hijikata's jaw with an audible crack. The man was thrown to the ground by the vigorous impact. It would not have surprised Souji if he dislocated the commander's jaw.

"I'm gonna let you off with that, but don't be thinking I forgive you", Souji stated venomously. Hijikata returned Souji's gaze with a hard glare as he slowly climbed back up to his feet.

"Maybe I've changed. I think I understand some things now that I didn't before", Souji's eyes looked into Hijikata's, but at that point, he was no longer directing his words to the commander. Hijikata kept his glare, but his eyes looked at Souji with unforeseen confusion.

Everything happened for a reason. That was what Kondo had taught Souji. Though Souji had often recalled those words, he now understood the full meaning behind them. He was now understanding why everything had happened. A brother's death, a girl's voice, and the lurking illness within had crafted Souji into the man he was now. After a silent moment, Hijikata sighed.

"Kondo-san chose to die so that the rest us could get away", his voice was barely loud enough to hear.

"...When we were surrounded, I offered to stay behind to hold back the Imperial troops. But Kondo-san took everyone by surprise when he happily claimed that he would surrender himself", he continued in a quiet voice.

"His plan was to pose as someone else so that the Imperial Army wouldn't know that he was Kondo Isami or the chief of the Shinsengumi", his violet eyes turned colder with grief.

"...Of course, I thought he was joking. But once I knew he was serious, I desperately objected to his idea. But... He only laughed at me and leapt straight into the enemy's hands, all so that the rest of the Shinsengumi could live. He was arrested and taken as a prisoner in Kyoto after that...", Hijikata's eyes met Souji's squarely.

"...People in Kyoto knew him, though. There was no way he could've gotten away with it. I'm sure he knew that"

"I stayed awake countless nights constructing petitions for his release, or rather, to get the Imperial court to spare his life... But they never listened...", Hijikata remained silent after that. The rest of his story was all ready easy to guess...

"That's about what I figured. Well...it_ is_ just like Kondo-san to pull a stunt like that", Souji's lips curved up into a small sad smile that vanished away quickly.

"Still...I... I didn't want Kondo-san to die", his voice shook again. The teasing and cruel Souji that everyone knew was gone. Souji had wanted to believe in any other story other than the one he had just heard. If Hijikata had killed Kondo, then Souji would have killed him as an act for revenge. If Kondo was stuck in prison for the rest of his life, Souji would have sought a way to help him, but at least Kondo would have been alive. But those were only fantasies. Besides the weight of Kondo's death, what hurt Souji the most was that nothing could have been done to help Kondo. The situation was out of his and Hijikata's control.

"Okita-san...", Chizuru murmured sympathetically. There did not seem to be any anger left within Souji. He was beyond exhausted. His only comfort was the cool breeze that only brought in more misery.

"So, what're you going to do now?", Souji asked Hijikata calmly, but his chest still felt uncomfortably tight. In response, Hijikata gave a short laugh.

"Kondo-san dropped the Shinsengumi on my lap. Not running away now", a brief smile crossed Hijikata's mouth.

"I'll head north with them. What about you two? You can come, if you want", Hijikata offered. His question was not hard to answer. Souji knew from the start what path he would take. More collected, Souji looked straight into Hijikata's eyes.

"I can't go with you, Hijikata-san", his voice was quieter than usual, but he relayed his message clearly. The Shinsengumi was no longer Souji's center. He imagined that a life full of war and havoc would have no value to him without a goal to fight for. Besides, Souji did not know if he could stand to see Hijikata's face everyday. However, there was a far more important reason for leaving the Shinsengumi for good. Souji had sworn he would save Chizuru at all costs. There was no way he would ever abandon her for a future full of sorrow.

"...I see", Hijikata's lips quivered into a sad smile while his lonely eyes drifted to the ground momentarily. Souji's decision was for the best of both of them. The chains that had bounded them together were at last broken. But they needed to find themselves away from each other. Souji could no longer hide under Kondo's shadow and secretively scowl at Hijikata while smiling and pretending that everything was okay. As for the commander, he needed to explore the world on his own without always worrying about his brothers, Kondo and Souji. The disease that had been suffocating Souji and Hijikata finally withered away, but it did not leave room for redevelopment.

"Um...", Chizuru spoke up timidly, immediately grabbing both men's attention.

"We ran into Yamazaki-san", she began. Hijikata lifted a dark brow in her direction and waited for her to continue.

"We were all surrounded by enemy soldiers, so Yamazaki had been shot helping us escape... But... He said that he would join up with you again as soon as possible...", she informed Hijikata. For a quiet moment, Hijikata said nothing. He only nodded his head slightly while his eyes darkened once more. Souji took that as a sign that Yamazaki had never returned back. Though he had all ready suspected it, Souji was now sure that Yamazaki was gone too...

Souji watched Hijikata beginning to turn around and take his leave, but the commander stopped and stepped closer to Chizuru for a brief moment. His hard faced relaxed, and his eyes lit up with a strange warmth that was so rare to him.

"...Take care of Souji", his voice was full of kindness and sincerity as he stared down at Chizuru. For a brief moment, Chizuru's eyes widened at his request, but she quickly bowed to the commander.

"...Y-Yes!"

Hijikata smiled gratefully to Chizuru one last time. Then the commander's back faced Souji and Chizuru as he began to follow the trail where his men had traveled through. Souji watched him walk away the entire time, and soon, Hijikata was gone. The two men did not exchange any farewells. Both men knew deep in their hearts that they would never see each other again...

Their family, full of love and fractures, had at last met their end...

During the moment of Hijikata's absence, Souji and Chizuru said nothing to each other. So much had happened to Souji in just one night, it was hard for him to catch a breath. In just a few short hours, the world that Souji had known for most of his life had burned away. Though the change was difficult, Souji accepted it. For once, Souji could at last decide what _he_ wanted to do with his life without the burdens that have shackled him down for so many years. Despite the new world full of opportunities that had now come to life, there was one factor that did not change, and Souji hoped that it never would.

"All right. Time we were on our way, too. We need to go find your old man", Souji turned to Chizuru. She faced him with an uncertain expression.

"...Are you sure?", she asked almost shyly. Yes, he sure. There was nothing else he wanted. He made up his mind a while ago, but now every instinct, thought, and feeling compelled him to stay with Chizuru. His natural grin resurfaced.

"Well, Kodou-san's got the key to releasing this curse I'm under, right?", he inquired, to which Chizuru nodded her head as her answer.

"...Besides, I want to help. I'll die before I give up on you", he smiled at her while he spoke every articulated word with its own special significance. His words were honest. With all of his desire, Souji wanted Chizuru to be normal again. He did not want her to spend the rest of her days suffering from an excruciating fate as a fury. He only mentioned the possibility of curing himself to calm her nerves. However, deep down, he knew that his chances of survival were slim. Even if he could find Kodou and obtain a cure for himself and Chizuru, his illness would still remain. Either way, Souji understood that his time with Chizuru would be short. But that never slowed him down. One way or another, he would make sure that Chizuru was safe and happy.

"...I want to help you, too", Chizuru added. It had almost seemed like she had read Souji's mind, but Souji said nothing in regard to their future. The uncertainty of their future made him fear the outcome. But he could not allow himself to live in dread. Just because his future would not have a happy ending, that did not mean that Chizuru had to suffer the same conclusion. He would not stop fighting. Even if the road that they decided to walk on was merely an illusion or a farce, a future without any kind of hope would be meaningless.

But for now, Souji was alive and still able. He could still go the distance to save Chizuru. Hand in hand, the two retreated the northern mountains and began their journey to the unknown east where the sun was beginning to rise.

* * *

><p><strong>I know this was a shorter chapter than usual, but I did my best to make it satisfying for you guys. I can now proudly say that the story IS approaching the end. My<em> rough<em> estimate is about no more than five chapters left (not including the Epilogue). Besides that, I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter (pardon me if my stupid-ass missed several errors hehe, I was writing this while watching the most boring super bowl ever). Please leave a review telling me what you thought of this chapter or what you liked about it! As always, have an awesome day!**


	29. Chapter 29

**I know it's been some time since I've last updated (I feel so bad), but this semester will be pretty rough since I have a lot going on with school and work. However, this story will have its proper end, so please be patient. To make up for my absence, this chapter will be a little longer, and worth your while (so much so, that the fangirl within me even squealed). Anyway, thank you for your kind reviews! As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 29: Unraveling Verity<p>

The world felt strange for Souji. Though it was the same place that Souji had been in, it felt like he was in another dimension. The only thing that had kept him in place was Chizuru. Without her or anything to fight for, Souji would have ended up in a place much darker than hell. Both of them did not talk about Kondo or Hijikata anymore. It was best for the both of them to focus on finding Kodou. In the few days of traveling past countless forests towards the eastern mountains, the nights had been relatively peaceful. But tonight was different. Despite the moon approaching its full shield of silver, dark clouds were beginning to loom overhead, blocking the moon's glow. It had not rained for some time. The land had gone through an unusual drought, and now the summer would at last have its rain. The distant roaring of thunder began to resound throughout the woods, and the slight breeze progressed into a whispering wind.

"It's gonna pour pretty soon... We should look for a roof to stay under", Souji suggested while he turned to face Chizuru, who shifted her gaze to him.

"There's a small town up ahead. Maybe there's an inn where we could rest for a bit", he added. They had finally come across a small dirt path that lead to an area that was more like a village. The dark sky roared again, and in an instant, the small drops of rain crashed onto the earth in high numbers. Souji took Chizuru's hand and ran towards the closest provider of shade to escape the downpour of water. Not too far away, there was a small complex with a sign right next to the door that read "Hideki Inn". Once again, Souji and Chizuru rushed through the rain and almost barged through the door of the inn. While both of them caught their breaths, Souji noticed that the entrance room was dark, and there was no one there.

"...We probably shouldn't be in here...", Chizuru commented softly while her gaze drifted nervously around the room.

"Well, we're not sleeping out in the rain, if that's what you're suggesting?", Souji replied casually. He was about to take a look around the complex until a middle-aged man holding a lantern appeared into view. He took a minute to observe Souji and Chizuru's drenched clothes.

"Do you two need shelter here?", the man, who appeared to be the owner of the inn, asked kindly.

"P-Please, if that's no trouble for you", Chizuru answered quietly. The man's eyes widened briefly after hearing Chizuru's voice, but then he must have finally realized that Chizuru was not a boy.

"...I do have a room left, if you'd like it?"

"Anything will do. We'll only be here until the rain stops", Souji answered. The man then led Souji and Chizuru to a small room with two futons laid out on the floor. Chizuru took her sandals off and stepped inside first. Before Souji could follow her inside, the landlord put a hand on his shoulder.

"...Are the two of you siblings or relatives of some sort?", the man whispered in a suspicious tone.

"Not by a long shot", Souji answered him casually, not sure what point the landlord was trying to make.

"...Then is that young woman your wife?", the landlord whispered loud enough so only Souji could hear him. Souji's eyes widened with sudden surprise at the idea. Unexpectedly, his cheeks began to flush with a slight shade of pink.

"...No", Souji raised a brow in the landlord's direction. Though he was slightly embarrassed, he was now curious to find out what the landlord was trying to say.

"Say, what're you trying to imply?", Souji asked the landlord while his lips turned into a small grin.

"...I'm sure you must be a nice young fellow... A-And I know it's none of my business to know about what the two of you are...doing. You're both young, and I'm sure you're curious about many..._things _about each other. I-I mean, I was young myself, so uh...I know what it's like- But think about what that young woman wants too...and how you're..._urges_ can affect her-", the landlord fumbled through words, but his point was now clear to Souji.

"Please don't worry about that", Souji cut the man off while almost laughing nervously.

"We're not...I'm not... Nothing like _that_ is gonna happen... We're just traveling together, that's all", Souji struggled to find the right words to use. The landlord bowed his head in embarrassment.

"Pardon me, sir. I didn't mean to cause any trouble for you... Well, now that we've clarified things, would the two of you like something warm to eat?"

"Isn't it a little too late for you to cook something for us?", Souji raised a brow again.

"Don't worry about me. You're my guests, it's my job to make sure you enjoy your stay. Besides, with this storm, I doubt I'll get any sleep anyway", the man let out a short laugh as he responded. Souji turned slightly to the door and peaked his head through to find Chizuru.

"Chizuru-chan, would you like something to eat?", he asked kindly. Her warm brown eyes widened with curiosity.

"Sure. I'll eat anything", she responded with a smile that instinctively made Souji grin. Once again, Souji faced the landlord.

"You heard her, right? We'll have anything you offer us"

"All right. I'll return shortly with your meals", the landlord bowed to Souji and disappeared into the long hallway. Afterwards, Souji took off his own boots and stepped inside to join Chizuru, who had lighted the small fire pit. They both sat near the radiating heat in order to dry themselves. After several minutes, a soft voice broke through the relaxing silence.

"Excuse me", the voice of a woman called as the mysterious being slid open the door. She kneeled by the doorway while holding several pieces of fabric.

"I thought you might want to dry yourselves off with these", the woman placed the towels near them.

"I've also brought each of you a sleeping yukata so you don't have to stay in those wet clothes"

"Thank you very much!", Chizuru bowed her head respectively to the woman.

"If you need anything else, just come find me or my husband", the landlord's wife smiled gently before leaving the room.

Souji reached for the towels first and draped one of them over his shoulder while handing another one to Chizuru.

"Make sure you change, or you'll end up getting a cold", he instructed lightheartedly with a wink.

"I could say the same thing to you, since I know you do a horrible job of drying yourself", Chizuru tried to retort in defense.

"Really? What proof do you have?", Souji challenged teasingly.

"Don't you remember that time when you were laying out in the sun while your hair was still wet?"

"...Hmm. Oh yeah, I remember now", Souji finally recalled that memory.

"Haven't you learned anything from what I told you to do?", Chizuru reprimanded lightly.

"Well, the only thing I remember specifically is that moment when you were so willing to dry my hair. Now that I think about it, that was the first time I saw a rough side to you. That was pretty interesting... I didn't dislike that at all", Souji smirked suggestively while Chizuru's face burned instantly.

"I-I did that because I knew you would just ignore me when I told you that you needed to take better care of yourself", she tried to defend herself.

"Hmm, so does that mean you want to dry me now? I might just learn my lesson this time", Souji grinned mischievously, causing Chizuru to turn around and face anything but him.

"I-I'm fine!", she almost sounded like a child. Though Souji could not see her face, he could tell that she was blushing madly. A laugh escaped his mouth when he finally gave up on teasing her.

"All right, I'll stop. You can turn around now", he told her while he started to untie his white sash that held his swords in place. She turned around and gave him an awkward glance.

"...Um...Okita-san", she began with a hint of nervousness. Souji's brow lifted nonchalantly.

"What?"

"...C-Can you look the other way?", Chizuru asked, automatically making Souji confused.

"For what?"

"Well, um... We need to change out of our clothes, so...", Chizuru's shy gaze drifted to the tatami floors. Her face was the darkest shade of red that Souji had ever seen from her. He now understood Chizuru's message before she had even finished. For some reason, Souji felt slightly uncomfortable.

"...Yeah, sure...", his voice shook as he complied to Chizuru's wishes. He did not dare to move an inch after he turned his back on her. From behind, he could hear the soft ruffle of clothes. With neither Souji or Chizuru saying anything to each other, the pent up silence was agonizingly awkward. The only other sounds that could be heard were the rainfall from outside and the occasional rumble of thunder.

In desperate attempt to distract himself, Souji focused his gaze on the wall. The room was brightly dim, but the candlelight was strong enough to create shadows on the walls. Besides his own tall shadow, Souji could make out Chizuru's smaller one. Bit by bit, he could see her shadow beginning to undress herself from the baggy men's clothing. His eyes widened in captivation and awe. Chizuru's dark shape was tiny, as expected, but the wall became the canvas to her hidden features. She was thin, but delicately beautiful. Souji studied each and every impressive curve on the wall.

'_What am I doing?_', his mind wondered, breaking his attraction to the shadow. He could not believe in himself. In the past, back before the war, whenever Souji accompanied the other men to Shimabara, it was no surprise that the women there would try to approach him. He did recognize that he was an eye-catcher to women, but women were never an interest to him. The smart women, who knew of Souji's deadly reputation, avoided him. As for the more attention-seeking females, who were brave enough to face him, they were all ways too boisterous and annoying. Besides, Souji did not give himself the time for things that were unnecessary to him. Protecting the Shinsengumi was all that had mattered. But that was gone now.

Even when Souji was still a part of the Shinsengumi, there was only one woman who had ever sparked any kind of curious interest within him. Chizuru may have been seen as an ordinary girl to everyone else, but that image was quickly discarded when Souji met her. Though she was a frail girl all the same, her spirit was something that could not be found within anyone else. Not only was she different, but her feelings and actions were sincere, just like the Shinsengumi. She was one of the few people who actually cared about Souji, and her sympathy was not born from pity. There were so many other things that she could have done while she was still a part of the Shinsengumi, but she chose to stay with him. And honestly, Souji did not want her anywhere else. Just as long as the two of them were together, that was enough for Souji to feel content. But something within his pounding heart told him that he needed more, and that was something that Souji could not comprehend.

'_Why am I thinking about this constantly?_'

Realizing that he was losing himself in his thoughts, Souji moved quickly to remove his own clothes. Once he felt the cool air brush against his bare skin, he could feel his chest beginning pound harder. The reason being; he and Chizuru were standing in the same room, and both were stripped. With just the simple turn of his head, he could see her; all of her. The idea made his chest constrict more with aching pain, but neither was he feeling any sort of discomfort. Part of him did not care if Chizuru turned around to see him in the same condition that she was in. Souji's face began to flush as he held his breath. He quickly reached for the yukata next to him, but he managed to catch one last glimpse of Chizuru's shadow before she became fully clothed.

"...Chizuru-chan, can I turn around now?", Souji mentally cursed to himself when he noticed that his voice shook.

"Y-Yes", she replied timidly. Slowly, Souji turned his head to make sure that it really was okay for him to face Chizuru. His eyes widened a little when his eyes finally landed on Chizuru. There had been several occasions when Souji had seen Chizuru in a sleeping yukata, but her appearance seemed different this time. Her now dry dark hair was released from its crimson cords, which allowed it to drape her over shoulders smoothly. Her honey-brown eyes glossed with help from the lanterns, and her cheeks were colored in with the most alluring type of pink. Souji did not notice that he had been silently observing her for a seemingly long moment until she spoke up.

"Okita-san, is something wrong?", she asked while her face formed into a concerned look.

"Oh... It's nothing. Don't worry about it", he gave her a quick smile for reassurance. Just before their situation could turn even more awkward, another voice sounded behind the door.

"Excuse us, we've brought your meals", the landlord called.

"Come in", Souji answered. The door was slid open, and the landlord and woman from before entered with platters of food.

"Thank you very much for cooking for us. You didn't have to go through the trouble of staying up so late for us", Chizuru bowed respectively to the landlord and the woman.

"Nonsense, this was no trouble at all!", the landlord exclaimed. Souji and Chizuru sat across from each other and admired the hot meal in front of them. There was a bowl of warm miso soup with vegetables cut to the side. Cooked trout was served as well as a rice ball. The landlord was also kind enough to bring sake.

"Say, since you've been awake for us, why don't you two join us?", Souji invited his hosts while lifting the sake bottle.

"No, we couldn't impose on our own quests-", the landlord began, but Souji cut him off.

"Exactly. So I insist"

The landlord looked at his wife with an unsure expression, but after a moment he finally smiled at Souji and Chizuru.

"If our guests command it, we won't object", the landlord took a spot near Souji while his wife sat adjacent to him. After a lighthearted time of sharing stories and sake with one another, Souji could tell that Chizuru was content with this kind of social interaction. It had been some time since the two of them had shared a meal together in peace, and the current moment made Souji reminisce about precious moments like these.

"Tell me, what brings you two travelers up here?", the landlord asked while filling his cup with more sake. Souji gave Chizuru a laconic look before thinking of a proper response.

"We're looking for someone who lives around the mountains here", Souji kept his answer vague.

"I see... Well, not to tarnish your journey, but I doubt you'll find anyone else around here"

"What do you mean by that?", Chizuru asked while, perhaps unknowingly, giving the landlord a worried expression.

"What I meant was that no one lives near the mountain region anymore, whoever used to live up there disappeared almost twenty years ago"

"Did you know the person that lived there?", Souji asked.

"Hardly... And it wasn't just a person that lived there, it was more like a clan, if you ask me. My wife and I moved here and established this inn around the same time that those people vanished"

"Vanished?", Chizuru inquired.

"We don't know exactly what happened, but my guess is that nothing good happened to those innocent people almost two decades ago"

"From what we've witnessed, the Choushuu rebels were involved... And I remember that night being pitch black...like something was burning and smoke filled the air...", the landlord's wife added. There was a moment of silence among everyone in the room. From Souji's understanding, the people that lived in the mountains were most likely a part of Chizuru's clan. He also remembered what Chizuru had told him about Kaoru and what had supposedly happened to their family.

Souji noticed Chizuru's woeful expression. She must have been thinking the same things that he was, but her thoughts must have affected her more. After all, this was Chizuru's family that they were thinking about. The woman must have seen the grief on Chizuru's face when she spoke up.

"Do you know someone from there?", the woman directed the question to Chizuru gently.

"...Maybe... I don't exactly remember...", Chizuru answered softly. Seeing Chizuru upset was almost as bad as being stabbed with dagger for Souji. He understood her, though. The life that she had known was suddenly discarded for another one with a tragic tale, and there was barely enough time for her to understand and cope with the whole truth about her family's past.

"Anyway, why did you guys move here?", Souji changed the subject to alleviate Chizuru from her stress.

"Huh? ...Oh! T-That's sort of a long story", the landlord's face began to turn pink. Souji took a mental note that the rain still kept on hitting the earth like crashing waves.

"Well, it doesn't look like this rain will die down anytime soon. So we've got time for another story", Souji grinned with excitement.

"U-Um, okay. B-But to answer your question, that means I have to tell you about how my wife and I met...", the landlord poured more sake in his cup while his cheeks almost flared.

"That's okay. I'm sure this will be an interesting story anyway", Souji smiled for encouragement while also remembering the landlord's earlier assumptions about Chizuru and him.

"Well... It's not the most romantic story you'll ever hear...but", the landlord shifted his gaze to his wife.

"But it's enough for me", the landlord smiled at his wife while his eyes softened with unspoken affection. The woman smiled while reaching for her husband's hand.

"It all started nearly twenty-three years ago. I was about your age when I met Shizuku. My family wasn't exactly rich, but neither were we any kind of social elites. My parents were strict, and they raised me with the expectation that I would succeed in their business. One day, when I was working at my father's shop, I saw a woman passing by, and a broach had fallen off from her hair. She didn't notice, so I ran out to grab it so I could retrieve it back to her", he paused to drink more sake.

"I couldn't catch up to her though, and I couldn't leave my father's shop to look for a woman that I didn't know. So I kept the broach, hoping that the woman would come back looking for it"

"Let me guess, that woman was your wife?", Souji interrupted.

"Yes, but at the time, I didn't even see her face. But I remember she had beautiful golden hair. There weren't a lot of women with that kind of hair, so I figured that I could find the mystery woman if she came back"

"And she did come back, right?", Chizuru asked.

"Of course she did. The broach she had dropped was really precious, so without a doubt, she came back the next morning, and I immediately recognized her hair"

"Isn't that a little creepy?", Souji inquired while smirking, causing the woman, named Shizuku, to chuckle softly.

"I-I didn't have much to go on! It was the only thing that I could remember about her!", the landlord gulped a whole shot of sake while his entire face became noticeably pink, and it was not the alcohol's fault.

"Anyway, long story short, I handed her broach back, and after that, she still kept on walking by my father's shop any time she could. We soon became much more than acquaintances, but there was an obvious problem between the two of us..."

"What happened?", Chizuru asked, paying all of her attention to every single word the landlord spoke.

"We were two different types of people, socially at least. I was the son of a merchant, and Shizuku was the daughter of a rich family of nobles. Soon, others began to notice our relationship, and they tried to build barriers between us. For some time, I thought that it was actually over..."

"I was about to give up on Shizuku, since I thought that I wasn't capable of becoming a man worthy of her love, so I ducked my head down and continued to work for my father"

"But something happened that changed all of that...", Souji commented.

"Indeed. It took me a moment to figure it out, but I realized that working for my father and inheriting that trade didn't make me happy. Sure, it provided me a substantial life, but I wasn't content with it. So I sneaked out of my house one night, and ran to Shizuku's place unnoticed", the landlord took another sip of sake while Shizuku continued the story.

"He came up to me and said, 'I can't provide you with the treasures that your family has to offer, but if you want to be with me, then let's run away together. If not, then I'll disappear from your life forever'. I couldn't imagine another day without him, so we ran away from home that night and never returned", Shizuku's grey eyes traveled down to the floor solemnly.

"...It was...a hard decision to make. I loved my family, there was no question about it, but there was no other choice for me. If I had stayed there, I would have been living a miserable existence, one that definitely wasn't worth living. It was a sacrifice to leave, but I've never regretted my decision", she looked into her husband's eyes with outmost love. Souji shifted his gaze to see Chizuru's reaction. A gentle smile formed on her lips as she admired the couple in front of her. To be honest, the landlord's life was one that many crave to have. Shizuku made him happy, and that alone was more than enough for him.

"Soon later, we moved here to this small town and opened this inn. It was hard at first, financially, but we overcame our struggles over time. So, here we are", the landlord finished.

"So what about you two? How did you fall in love with each other?", Shizuku asked Souji and Chizuru. The landlord almost spat his drink out while Chizuru's face burned a bright red. Souji only stared at the woman with wide eyes.

"Shizuku, dear, they're not married", the landlord informed his wife.

"Really? I could've have sworn they were a couple...", Shizuku tried to whisper to her husband, but her voice was still clear enough for Souji and Chizuru to hear. Chizuru ducked her head while trying to let her hair cover her scorching face. In attempt to hide his embarrassment, Souji drank more sake. If he blushed, he figured that he would use the alcohol as a scapegoat. But he could not forget Shizuku's assumption, which happened to be the same one that the landlord had predicted earlier.

"If I had known sooner, I wouldn't have let them change together", Shizuku added woefully. The landlord snapped his head toward Souji and Chizuru, finally realizing that they were both wearing their own sleeping yukata.

"You let them change together?!", the landlord exclaimed in disbelief, only making the situation more awkward than it should have been. Shizuku noticed that Souji and Chizuru were doing the best they could to not look at each other in the eye.

"Oh my! Please forgive me! I didn't know that you two were just traveling together", Shizuku bowed her head in deep apology and embarrassment.

"...It's okay, no harm done", Souji excused her softly.

"...Well, it's really late, and we should let you two rest. So...uh, enjoy your stay!", and with that, the landlord and Shizuku grabbed the empty platters and almost ran out of the room. Even after they were gone, it was difficult for Souji to meet Chizuru's gaze.

"...We should get some sleep now", Souji broke the silence, trying his best to divert the conversation away from the previous subject.

"It's still nighttime, but we can make up for what we've lost today on the road tomorrow morning. I bet it'll be cloudy tomorrow from all of this rain, so sunlight shouldn't be much of a problem", Souji stated, glad that he was able to keep his voice steady.

"Yeah", Chizuru agreed softly while still not daring to perk her head up. Souji tried to ignore her by getting up to blow out the lanterns. After a while, Souji and Chizuru situated themselves in their own futon while trying to let exhaustion consume them. But it was difficult for Souji to fall asleep due to light insomnia. Part of it was from his tuberculosis and abnormal sleeping patterns, but he could not get his mind to stop thinking.

"Okita-san...?", Chizuru whispered lightly, taking Souji by surprise. He shifted to his other side on the futon to face Chizuru, who was looking directly at him.

"What's wrong? Can't fall asleep?", he whispered kindly, to which Chizuru nodded her head slightly from her futon.

"...Do you think we'll be able to find my father?", she finally asked. From what Souji could see, it looked like Chizuru was about to break down into tears, but her eyes demanded an answer.

"We'll find him... Him or Kaoru", he stated. Chizuru's eyes widened at the mention of her brother's name.

"Kaoru...?", she questioned with alertness in her tone. It was no surprise to Souji why Chizuru had automatically tensed. Why would she want to go looking for her brother who had done nothing but cause her grief? But then again, Souji had a logical reason to look for Kaoru.

"I bet he knows exactly where Kodou-san is. After all, they are working together", Souji explained. Chizuru's eyes sank to the floor at the last statement Souji made, and he knew why. Chizuru had grown up as a normal girl who lived a normal life, and Kodou was once the ideal father to her. But that image of Kodou was slowly being stripped away. Kodou was now a man guilty of treason, and he was working with Kaoru out of all people.

"Everything's going to be all right, Chizuru-chan", Souji tried to lift Chizuru's spirits. Now he had her full attention on him as she listened attentively.

"We're going to get out of this mess, one way or another", there was no sense of hesitation within his voice.

"Don't you give up on me yet, Chizuru-chan. No matter what happens, I won't abandon you, I promise", his declaration was honest and sincere. Leaving Chizuru was not an option for him, he would even give up his own life if it meant her safety and protection. For a long moment, Chizuru stared at Souji with wide eyes, like if she had heard an angel sing. She finally collected herself and smiled at Souji, which made his heart leap with joy.

"Okay", she agreed enthusiastically. Souji smiled triumphantly for calming Chizuru down. After a moment, Chizuru finally surrendered herself into a deep sleep. Souji, on the other hand, was still awake. Of course, there were a lot of things in his mind. He had been separated from the men who were once his family, his tuberculosis was a constant threat against his life that he could not fight against, he and Chizuru were suffering from the effects of the Water of Life, and the uncertainty of the future constantly plagued him. But amidst all of those thoughts, he could not stop pondering about his throbbing chest.

Figuring that he was not going to get much sleep anyway, Souji stepped out of his futon and sat beside Chizuru's sleeping figure. He simply watched her and observed her actions. Though the present situations against her were tough to handle, she still managed to look at peace while she slept. Her bangs covered her face, and Souji reached a gentle hand to brush them out of the way. Her hair was soft and silky, and it was still surprisingly smooth to feel. When his face unexpectedly began to heat up again, Souji retracted his hand. What was wrong with him? Never before had he felt so embarrassed around anyone. The same sensations from before reemerged, but they sparked a strong sense of curiosity within himself. Summoning his courage from deep within, Souji decided to test these new waters.

Moving quietly and slowly so that he did not wake Chizuru up, Souji held his breath as he neared his face closer to Chizuru's. At a closer distance, Souji memorized every unique feature on Chizuru's expression. Her features were young, almost childlike, but they were fitting. And at the same time, Chizuru still looked like a young woman. Her lashes were full and long, and the bridge of her nose was like that of a porcelain doll's. Feeling braver than before, Souji inched his face even closer now.

His brown locks barely brushed against Chizuru's dark sea. He was only inches away from coming into full contact with her face. He could feel her warm, subtle breath hitting his face lightly. One small movement could unite them. Souji's forest green eyes trailed down to Chizuru's lips. For the first time, under a different circumstance, he was faced against temptation.

His heartbeat accelerated into an unsettling rhythm that he did not think was possible to achieve. His face warmed up uncontrollably, and his stance was beginning to shake. A part of him, that he now recognized existed, wanted to close the small gap between him and Chizuru. His nose grazed Chizuru's lightly, and his neck began to extend. Now he knew what he wanted, and he wanted nothing more than to have Chizuru in his embrace. But he felt greedy, and he was almost consumed by guilt. When his own lips were only a hair's width away from Chizuru's, his lungs screamed for air. Pulling back steadily and stealthily, Souji finally inhaled and put more distance between him and Chizuru.

He sat perfectly still with an awe-struck expression. The beating inside his chest calmed down, but it still ached like it was being held in a firm grip, with no chance of loosening.

Now he understood. He understood everything that he had felt. The more he thought about it, he might have begun to feel that way since long before he was wrapped up in a world full of chaos.

There was no denying it, nor any hope of escape, not that he wanted to escape anyway. Now that he knew, he felt free from fear. The idea put a big smile on his face while he felt his chest warming up with the most pleasant kind of warmth.

Souji's mind could at last understand what his emotions were telling him all along with every fiber in his being.

Souji, the man who had once thought that the only thing he could do was to kill, was falling in love with Chizuru.

* * *

><p><strong>I hope that you guys have enjoyed this chapter as much as I did. Once again, I'm extremely sorry for the late update (I also didn't have enough time to check for mistakes, but if there are any, I'll go back and fix them when I can), but my schedule is so damn busy that I barely have a life at home. But thankfully, coffee is my best friend (hence, mocha11), without it I think I would be dead haha. Anyway, I can't say when the next update will be, but know that I haven't forgotten about this story. Thank you for your continued support! I really am sincere when I say it means a lot to me! Please leave a review about this chapter! As always, and until next time, have an awesome day!<strong>


	30. Chapter 30

**Wow. All ready at 30? I used to think that the story would have ended at under 20 chapters, but regardless, I'm extremely happy that the story has gotten this far! Let me just say one thing, YOU GUYS ARE AWESOME! Your reviews from the past week have (and still are) blown me away with excitement, and I'm glad that my story is enjoyable for you guys. I definitely wouldn't have been so motivated to write without you guys, so THANK YOU! As I've said before, the story is coming to an end, and for sure, it's not going to exceed five more chapters (not including the epilogue). Anyway, I won't take more of your time, and I'll let you begin reading. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 30: Home<p>

The morning was sweet and peaceful. When was the last time that Souji had woken up happy to greet it? As he opened the window from the room, warm mist had landed on his skin softly in a relaxing and refreshing way. The air was cleaner, and if possible, more purified. The rain from last night had died down, but several puddles had not dried out yet. Though Souji would have normally been in pain to be awake right now, the sun's power was blocked by lavender clouds. It was tiresome to be awake, but nevertheless, the fury within him was not cringing in agony.

Since last night, Souji could not erase the grin from his face.

In a strange but comprehensive way, the world made sense to him. He may have been over his head, or beginning to think and act like a fool, but he no longer cared if he was a fool. At that point, he was in such a perfect state of euphoria that he would not have paid much interest if he had magically turned into a dog.

'_Love, huh_?', the thought traveled smoothly across his mind. Such a word he once thought of to be merely an exaggeration. What foolish men called "love" was once blind infatuation to Souji. The word never provoked any interest from him before, nor did he care to investigate it. He used to believe that "love" was a natural stage in life that occurred within human bodies at an intimate level. Like dogs in heat that will approach anything just for the chance of reproduction, humans were no different. It was written in blood that males and females were naturally drawn to one another, but Souji had never thought that emotions were a part of that process. In order for a species to survive and improve their gene pool, the act of "love" was necessary. It was not blind emotion that drew people together, but rather, instinct, or biological drive. Either way, Souji believed that he was not brought into the world to carry out legacies and start new ones; his sole purpose of living was to kill, and only to kill.

...But he now saw things from a new perspective.

Was killing _really_ the only thing he could do?

He glanced away from the window and looked at his swords that were leaning against one of the wall panels.

Those blades... How many lives had they taken? One thing for sure was that it was hard to keep track of those numbers. Faces came and went whenever Souji held his sword, and neither had he regretted killing all of those men. It felt natural every time he drew someone's blood. The only person he had felt sorry for scarring was Chizuru.

True, she had given him blood by choice, but Souji still felt guilty every time her blood was shed for him. But at the same time, he was happy that she cared about him, that she would put herself through pain to help him. It was not fair for him to just stick onto Chizuru like a leech. He had to do something. Something to prove that he cared for her just as much, maybe even more. But the answer came to him unexpectedly. He had thought that the most he could do was to protect Chizuru by killing others, but he wanted so much more than that. It was a desire unlike any other.

He wanted to run by her side, and if she ever got tired, he would carry her. He wanted to hold her hand and never let go, even if they walked through blackened flames. He wanted to hold her forever in his embrace, and kiss her until the day he died. In return, he would do anything for her. If she wanted him to be a shield, he would banish those who wanted to take her happiness away, and he would protect her with his life.

Now that Souji knew how he felt, he was not going to let go of Chizuru. His soul was hers for eternity.

His gaze drifted to the sleeping maiden on the other futon. The more he watched her, the more he became fascinated by her _and_ himself. How could a man like him learn to love? Or better yet, how could an innocent girl as pure as a delicate flower chose to stay with him? Part of that question was still a mystery for him. But he knew why he loved Chizuru so much.

He had been walking a dark path. A path so dark that he knew all that had waited for him was hell. With a huge amount of self-awareness, Souji had known he was a terrible person. He might have killed for the man he had admired since childhood, but there was no denying that he had smiled every time he killed his enemies. He loved hearing men scream from pain. And what was better was that _he_ was the one inflicting that pain on others. It felt _good_ every time he destroyed one of Kondo's enemies. It was such a terrible lust for blood, that he even knew his body would rot away with the devil's eventually. But that did not matter to him. As long as the people he cared for were alive and soaring, he had carried on their burdens with a smile, even if that had meant his undoing.

But along the way, he had met someone that had not only defied him, but wanted to change him as well. Chizuru demonstrated his worth that he had not seen. She did not allow him to berate himself. Every time he told her that he was useless to her, she refused to acknowledge that. She wanted him by his side, but not because he could wield a sword. He may have been given the power to kill, but he could use that strength to protect those he loved. It might have been selfish, but neither was the world meant to be perfect. As long as he was intact, he would make sure that Chizuru would find her peace. She would never be happy as a blood-thirsty fury. What she had wanted the most was to be herself again, even if the chances of finding a cure were slim, and she invited Souji to join her on that quest for tranquility. Of course, he obliged willingly. Her goal became his.

He wanted to be with her forever, but there was an obvious problem with that dream. Though the Water of Life had extended his life a little longer, his time was still limited. Even if the side effects were not as strong, his tuberculosis was still eating his lungs away. He knew he would die. He would die before he could even live to be half of a century old. Once he started thinking about his fate, he shook his head. He did not want to think about his demise anymore. There were far more important matters that he would rather focus on instead of becoming depressed about his illness.

"Hey, sleepyhead. It's time to get up", Souji pinched Chizuru's nose lightly. She groaned as she shuffled lazily on the futon.

"...Just five more minutes", her voice was slightly gruff, but even so, she refused to open her eyes. Though Souji sympathized with her because she was a fury who still suffered from daylight, he still wanted to leave as soon as possible so they could find Kodou. So in the end, he would not surrender to her request so easily, despite how cute she looked sleeping. Luckily for him, he knew exactly what he could do to wake her up.

"Fine. While you sleep a little longer, I'll go ahead and get changed...", he started to untie the obi of his sleeping yukata when suddenly, Chizuru's eyes flew open, and she immediately sprang up from the futon.

"Okita-san! You know that you can get changed in another room?!", her hands reached for Souji's to stop him from undressing.

"Eh? But if you're eyes are closed, you won't be able to see me naked, so what's the problem?", Souji decided to have fun with the conversation a little more.

"T-That's not the point! Besides...a-ah... The landlord wouldn't allow it!", Chizuru, with a red face, tried desperately to come up with a good excuse to get Souji out of the room.

"Hmm... So if the old man allowed it, then it would be fine?", the corners of Souji's lips turned up into a wolfish grin while his brow curved.

"I didn't say that!"

"Then _what_ do you mean? Are you worried that I'll do something to you while I change?"

"...Do something?", Chizuru inquired.

"You know what I'm talking about. Or would you have me demonstrate?", Souji leaned closer to her, and suddenly, he grabbed her wrists to restrain her, which brought out a soft gasp from her. His face was several inches away from hers.

"Is _this_ what you're referring to?", he almost purred. Though Chizuru might have thought that he was teasing her -which he meant to come across as-, a hidden drive within himself wanted to devour her. She struggled to get her wrists free from his grip.

"No! No no no! That's not w-what I-I was talking about!", she tried to lean her head away from his.

"Stop squirming so much. You're gonna make me feel self-conscious about myself", he pretended to look sad while releasing her wrists in "defeat", which automatically put Chizuru in a difficult position. As expected, she took the bait.

"Huh?! U-Umm... That's not why I'm-...uh... Nothing's wrong with you- it's just that-", flustered, she stammered with her words. By then, Souji could not contain his laughter any longer.

"Ha ha ha! You're so gullible sometimes, you know?", Souji patted her head before making his way to the door.

"Wait! You mean you weren't serious?!", Chizuru asked disbelievingly, which only made Souji laugh more.

"Oh, Chizuru-chan. I'm never going to get tired of you", he gave her a crooked smile before leaving the room.

After getting changed and eating breakfast, it was time for Souji and Chizuru to depart from the inn and continue their journey, but not before they had said their goodbyes to the landlord and Shizuku.

"You wouldn't happen to know where that clan used to live? You know, the one that we talked about last night?", Souji inquired the question to the landlord and Shizuku.

"I'm afraid neither of us know. We've never actually interacted with them before, and we've only seen them in this town", the landlord frowned slightly.

"Those people had usually kept to themselves, and they didn't seem to want to engage in any kind of socialization with outsiders", Shizuku added.

"...Is that so...", Chizuru mumbled under her breath while her eyes trialed down sadly to the ground. Finding Kodou was not going to be easy. Even Sen, who had normally known what every oni in Japan was doing, could barely get enough information on the western doctor. But even if the odds were against them, Souji would find Kodou. He was not going to let Chizuru suffer any more from the Water of Life's curse. He put a warm hand on her shoulder, and she looked up at him with wide eyes.

"It's all right. You've still got me, remember?", he reminded her kindly while also hinting about their conversation from last night. Somehow, his words were able to cheer her up because she smiled in response.

"Right", she agreed, this time more energetically. Later, the landlord and Chizuru got into a small conversation, and Souji used that opportunity to talk to Shizuku privately.

"Thank you for your hospitality last night", he expressed his gratitude to the landlord's wife.

"Oh please. You mustn't thank me for that. I was only fulfilling my duty. Besides, _I_ should be thanking you for forgiving me for what I did yesterday", she sighed as she explained herself.

"My, how embarrassing...", Shizuku ducked her head down slightly.

"Don't worry about it... Actually, I'm glad for what you did. Though it was a misunderstanding, you've helped me realize something important", Souji admitted to her before taking a quick glance at Chizuru. Shizuku tilted her head to the side in puzzlement, not sure why she was being thanked instead of reprimanded for her mistake.

"Really...? How so?"

"Tell you what. If Chizuru-chan and me ever visit this place again, it'll be_ us_ explaining how we met", Souji claimed proudly. Shizuku stared at him with confused eyes for a good moment, until she finally gasped when she realized the hidden point that Souji had made.

"Oh my... Wait, so does that mean that you're in lo-?", shock masked her face before she inhaled deeply and smiled.

"Well then, my husband and I will be looking forward to hearing your story soon", she giggled afterwards. And so, after saying goodbye, Souji and Chizuru continued their quest further east.

Traveling through the day was harder than what Souji and Chizuru had anticipated it to be. Though the sun was blocked, it still managed to drain their energy bit by bit. Not only that, but once they had started to encounter more slopes throughout the eastern forest, it got harder to proceed to the mountains. The slopes were progressively getting steeper, and not all of the rain had dried off yet, so they were slippery to walk on. However, as they descended further east, the war seemed like it was another world away. Thankfully, Souji and Chizuru were not going to encounter anymore Imperial soldiers.

Now that Souji had more time to think, he was glad that he did not follow Hijikata. Though once like family to him, Souji could not allow himself to pursue Hijikata anymore because he did not want to be surrounded by world full of rage and blood. It was not that he feared dying in the battlefield or had any problem taking more lives, but what good would come to him if he had stayed? He would not have found the happiness that he had now with Chizuru, and his life would not have had any significant meaning.

Times were changing, and at last, Souji had grown up to become his own man.

As soon as the night had fallen, the air grew more humid and dry despite the elevation. The summer heat was brutal, but nighttime was more comforting than the daylight. At last, the clouds from earlier that day had subsided, and now the sky was a beautiful ocean of cobalt blue. The moon was almost full, and by the next night, it would surely reach its full coat of silver. Though the night was beautiful and serene, Souji's moment of admiration ended when all of the sudden, Chizuru shook.

"Oh...", her voice slurred, and her eyes were half-lidded. Without a moment to think, Souji was by her side. His hands kept her shoulders in place.

"Are you okay?", he tried to keep his own voice calm for her, but a bead of sweat began to form on his face. She gripped his arms tightly to steady herself.

"...I'm fine...I think. I'm just a little dizzy", she tried to give a convincing smile, but watching her struggle was gut-wrenching.

"What do you say about taking a break?", Souji suggested. Chizuru bit her lip as she started to ponder about the idea.

"...I think we should. Besides, we still have the rest of the night to keep going, right?", she inquired, to which Souji nodded his head in agreement. They moved to group of trees, and Souji helped Chizuru down on the ground and leaned her against a tree.

"We should've waited to move until the sun was down...", Souji blurted out loud without even realizing it. Maybe if they had waited until dusk, Chizuru would have been fine. It was not until Souji felt a comforting warmth on his hand that he realized that Chizuru was holding his hand.

"It's okay, really. I'll be fine. Plus, it's better to rest now, that way it'll be easier for us to travel without slipping", she smiled again, only this time, it made Souji feel better.

"All right. For now, just sleep as much as you need to. Oh, and please tell me if anything happens, or come get me if you need anything", he relaxed his stance.

"I will", Chizuru promised as she sank back further on the tree.

Souji kept watch while Chizuru napped. Just as the landlord had told them before, there was no other soul near the mountains. But the night was still alive with the sounds of nature. Crickets chirped and fireflies began to light the way for one another. Really, the east was beautiful. It was not as developed as the grand city of Kyoto, but in a way, it was better as it was. Though it was dark, Souji could imagine how green and lush the forest must be in broad daylight. How he wished to see it without worrying about the sun. Though he did not regret becoming a fury, he still missed the activities that he would have normally done in the day. He missed laying outside after a cool bath and letting the sun's heat warm his skin. But he was now prepared to adapt. It did not matter how, but somehow, he would help Chizuru return to her oni self. He wanted to be human again to be with her. He could not let his illness drag him down. What mattered was that he was alive now, and he still had Chizuru with him. The future was frightening to think about, but as long as he had Chizuru with him, it did not matter what happened to him.

An hour passed, and Souji decided to check on Chizuru. The Water of Life was slowly consuming her body, and because she was an oni, it was a difficult process for her to adapt.

When Souji approached the tree, Chizuru was all ready wide awake. She did not notice him as he walked toward her.

"Chizuru-chan, you feel better now?", he asked kindly with a grin, but Chizuru's reaction was anything but relaxed. She almost jumped when she heard his voice, but she put a hand on her chest to control her breathing.

"Ah... Yeah...I'm fine now", she forced a weak smile, and Souji could immediately pick up that something was off. His brows furrowed with concern and he moved closer to her. Her skin was paler than usual, and sweat rolled down her face. Though she may have been smiling, there was something reflected in her eyes that did not match her smile. Was it fear? Anxiety? Did something happen to her?

"Are you sure? Did you have a scary dream?", Souji tried to lighten her up by joking, but alas, his attempt failed.

"It's nothing", she replied monotonously, but the glint in her eyes did not change. She turned toward anything in the forest but him.

"You sure are terrible at lying-", Souji did not even get the chance to finish his sentence when Chizuru spun around quickly to face him.

"I'm not lying!", she snapped angrily. Whatever words Souji had on his tongue had died. His eyes were wide with confusion as he gazed at Chizuru.

Was she angry with him? Did he do something that made her so upset? Souji could not understand the reason behind Chizuru's behavior being so...odd.

"I'm sorry... I'm just worried about you", a sad grin formed on Souji's mouth. Chizuru's eyes widened at the sudden realization of her actions, so she put more distance between her and Souji.

"Okita-san... Um, I...", she was at a loss for words.

"I didn't mean to upset you", Souji grinned apologetically, but his chest was beginning to ache. Although he doubted it, he feared that Chizuru was pushing him away, or building walls in between them that were almost physical.

"...It's not your I fault. I... I don't know what came over me", Chizuru's eyes were trained on the forest floor as her head hung low. Something was definitely wrong. If it was not Souji's fault, then what made Chizuru so distressed? After a moment of silence, Souji spoke.

"I want to hear what you have to say", he decided to be gentle with Chizuru. Unsure at first, Chizuru met his soft gaze and inhaled deeply.

"...It came back to me. Just a little...", her voice was as fragile as a child's. Souji had a lot of questions reeling through his mind, but he remained silent and listened carefully to every word Chizuru said.

"What the humans did to us oni", she continued with a solemn expression. Agitated, she started to pace around slowly.

"...We didn't want to fight. We were just living our lives quietly", after she spoke, her expression became darker, colder... Souji had never seen her like that. But from personal experience, he now understood what was etched within her eyes.

It was hate.

"...But that day, human sodiers came to attack us", her voice was low, almost deadly, and it was so unlike her.

"Everyone was killed. Even though we'd done nothing wrong!", her voice rose, and her tone was a combination of anger and despair.

"The humans did that for such selfish reasons! Adults, children, everyone!", her voice cracked as she yelled, and tears started to race down her face.

"Chizuru-chan...", Souji murmured sadly. He hated seeing Chizuru like that. He could feel the pain that she was feeling now. He was filled with the sudden urge to pull her in for hug, but she needed her space. For all he knew, Chizuru might have a grudge on him simply for the fact that he was human.

"I... I don't even understand my own feelings", her voice softened, but it was still heart-breaking to hear. She was desperate. Confused. Lost.

The truth of her past was mercilessly thrown at her face. She was there when it all happened. She was there to see her family and clan members die all around her. She was there to witness the destruction of her home. As a child, it was something that was too difficult to cope with. The pain of those memories was so strong that a force within her brain had erased those memories. That was why it was so easy to accept Kodou as her father and to reject the truth when Kaoru had appeared to her. But the truth all ways comes out one way or another, and it came in the form of a relentless nightmare. She tried to stand still, but every muscle within her trembled uncontrollably.

"You don't need to say more if you don't want to", Souji spoke with a calm demeanor.

"But if you want to talk about it, I'll listen it. You can talk to me about anything", this time, he approached her.

"I know it hurts. I know how awful it is to hate something. I can't erase that hate you have, but that doesn't mean I'm giving up on you", every word articulated was serious and genuine. A wide-eyed Chizuru stared at him in awe, she did not know what else to say, she only waited for him to continue.

"You're not alone. You don't have to deal with all of that pain by yourself. I've said it before and I'll say it again; you've still got me, Chizuru-chan. And I'm not going to abandon you"

"Okita-san...", tears once again streamed down Chizuru's face.

"No matter what happens, I'm on your side", as soon as those words left Souji's mouth, Chizuru ran to him. He could feel her arms trembling as they wrapped around him.

"I don't want to be alone! Please, don't leave me", her hands clutched the back of Souji's coat tightly. Without hesitating, Souji pulled her closer to him.

"Don't worry. I'm not going anywhere without you", his voice was slightly louder than a whisper as he smiled. What he felt for her was too extraordinary to be characterized by just the simple and overused word of "love". He did not need words, his actions were enough to compensate for what he did not say. He let her cry until she could no more. He did not mind that his entire chest was soaked with her tears. Instead, he held her gently against him. At that moment, and from then on, he would be her shelter. Her home.

"...I may not be that much of an oni expert, but this right now seems like a peaceful moment to me", Souji commented. Puzzled, Chizuru lifted her head from his chest and looked up at him.

"What do you mean by that?"

"We're not fighting right now, despite you being an oni and me being...different", he was not sure if he was still considered to be human since he was now a fury.

"But this proves something, right? I think this shows that humans and oni can get along, or live together in peace", he added.

"Together...in peace...", Chizuru repeated after him.

"...I think you may be right", she smiled softly at him.

"When have I ever been wrong?", a cocky grin took form on Souji's lips. Chizuru laughed softly while snuffling her nose.

"I could name a few moments", she teased back.

"You can be cruel when you want to be, can't you?", Souji sighed in defeat, which only made Chizuru giggle more.

Without clearly thinking about his actions, Souji leaned down and kissed the top of Chizuru's forehead. Her fit of giggles stopped abruptly, and her surprised eyes gawked at him. Now _he_ froze.

"U-Um...", Chizuru struggled to find the right words to say. Too caught up in thinking about what he just did, Souji blinked.

"What?", was the only thing he could manage to blurt.

"W-Why did you...?", her hand trailed up to where he had kissed her. '_Shit_', he had no excuse.

"Why you ask...?", he laughed nervously as he desperately thought of ways to justify his actions.

"Well I, uh... Because... Because I wanted to see you squirm a little!", it was a horrible reason, but nonetheless, he went with it. He grinned innocently, hoping that Chizuru did not notice his hesitation. He now understood what it was like to get flustered, and one day when the time was right, he would have to apologize to Chizuru for all of those times he had embarrassed her.

"What?! Don't tease me, Okita-san!", she scolded as her face turned red, and her hands flew to her cheeks to smother her burning face. Or maybe Souji would not apologize, after all, he loved watching her irresistible reactions.

"Yeah, yeah. If you're all better, then we should keep moving, right?", he smiled at her and held out his hand. Chizuru stared at his extended hand in front of her for a moment before smiling along with him.

"Of course", and she took his hand.

Somehow, Souji felt more confident about the future. Though it was bleak at times, he knew that he would have Chizuru beside him, and she would have him. Souji knew that he belonged with her, and he decided to no longer fight his emotions. Whatever happens, happens. Just as long as he was with Chizuru, there was nothing else he needed.

* * *

><p><strong>Sorry for the delay of this chapter, but it is what it is. I'll go back through the text later to fix any errors that I have missed. Besides that, I hope you have enjoyed reading this chapter! Let me just say that I LOVE Souji at this point in the story (not that you haven't noticed all ready lol)! Exciting things are happening with Hakuouki this year, which makes me crazy with excitement. They've all ready released the first movie for dvd (find someway to watch it! Even if you can't understand it, it's still so beautiful! I literally cried within the first minute of watching it -I know I'm crazy). SSL the game is coming out too, right?(I still hope they release it in English) The second movie is coming out sometime this year as well (SPOILER IF YOU HAVEN'T SEEN THE TRAILER: We at last get to see Saito as a fury! And it looks like Kazama's putting on the moves on Chizuru, more than he does all ready!). Now that I've entertained you with my fangirling, please leave a review for this chapter and tell me what you liked or thought! You're support is what has made this story grow and it is still growing! As always, have an awesome day!<strong>

**P.S. My Souji analysis has been updated too, if you're interested...**


	31. Chapter 31

**Hello readers! I'm so so so so so sorry for the looooong wait! It's a story too long to recount, but it basically comes down to computer trouble and a rigorous schedule. Besides boring you, I'll go ahead and let you read this chapter. Note (sadly), I haven't taken my full time in revising this chapter; so if there are any errors, my apologies. Anyway, as always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 31: Mirrored Flames<p>

The air became clearer as Souji and Chizuru approached the mountains. The night's tranquility was soothing. It almost seemed like the troubles that Souji and Chizuru had faced were merely a false illusion from a nightmare. The only problem was that they were still trapped inside that nightmare, and it was reality. But nonetheless, they did not sour each other's moods with pessimistic assumptions about the future. The future might have been bleak, but that did not mean that they had to live out the rest of their days in misery. At least that was what Souji thought.

As they walked hand in hand, Souji suddenly felt the grip around his hand tighten slightly. His eyes wandered to Chizuru, who looked prepared to say something to him.

"Um, Okita-san, may I ask you something?", her brown eyes full of gentle sympathy found his green ones.

"Sure", he did not even take a second to think about his response. Whatever question she had, he would no longer bother to hide anything from her. He was an open book to her now. He smiled gently while anticipating her question.

"When you said that you would die for me…did you actually mean it?", her eyes were as warm and sweet as before, but they still demanded an answer. Souji was slightly taken aback by her question. He was not expecting her to ask _that_ sort of question. Regardless, he meant it when he said that he would rather die before giving up on her, but he was caught a little off guard by her melancholic tone.

"Yeah, I _mean _it", he purposefully spoke in present tense to prove that he still kept his promise to heart. Chizuru averted his gaze for a brief moment. In response, he narrowed his eyes slightly to evaluate what was going to happen next. There was definitely more to what Chizuru had to say, but Souji could not quite figure out where she was trying to direct the conversation.

"…What would you do if I told you the exact same thing?", her face transformed into a look that purely read "reckless determination". Both of them stopped walking. Souji frowned slightly while curving a brow in confusion.

"What're you trying to say?", he asked, though he had a good idea of what she had meant, but he silently hoped that he was wrong.

"I…I don't want to give up on you either", her voice softened. This time, Souji did not mask his objection.

"So you would die too?", he asked her with a lightly hostile tone. He could die –after all, that was something that was bound to occur-; but for _her_ to die an early death, that was something he did not want to happen. Even if she would agree to dying willingly for his sake, he did not want Chizuru vanish. He had lost so much all ready. He was not prepared to lose someone else he loved again.

Chizuru's response was quick and absolute, much to Souji's surprise.

"Yes"

"…Why?", Souji's question almost came across as a desperate moan.

"It's not fair that you're always the one protecting me", Chizuru stated.

"I don't mind that", Souji countered quickly. With the same speed, Chizuru's brows furrowed slightly with frustration.

"Okay, then who protects you?", her question left no room for argument. Souji could feel the rest of his body stiffen. He was not sure anymore if he was angry, or surprised, or both. Her words had a lingering effect on him that he could not describe, but he was not about to give up on this argument. Two could play that game. He could be just as stubborn…

"Chizuru-chan, I don't need anyone protecting me-"

"That's not true", she snapped. Whatever words Souji had left died before they had reached his tongue. He fell silent, and waited for Chizuru to continue.

"I…_We_ both know that you're…", she struggled to finish her sentence, but it was like Souji could read the words from her forehead.

"That I'm what? Dying?", the words spilled out more harshly than what Souji had intended them to be, but still, Chizuru seemed unfazed.

"…Yes, but that's still no reason for you to talk about throwing your life away so easily", she continued. Of course, Souji should not have had expected anything different from her. There were times when she was more stubborn than he could ever be. Though that was entertaining, it was also frustrating from time to time.

"I wouldn't be throwing my life away. If it's to save you, then I'll die happily", every word Souji spoke was fact.

"But I don't want to be saved if you're not with me", her voice was firm, which also displayed her confidence. Everything stopped. Souji gaped at Chizuru with a wide-eyed expression. He was expecting Chizuru to deny her statement, or make up an excuse, or blush madly. But she did nothing of the sort. Her eyes, though gentle and sweet, were as sharp as daggers.

"…I don't want to leave you", she added while her voice lowered into a soft whisper. Her hands found his. He could feel her small delicate fingers trembling slightly against his.

"…If you're going to die, then I might as well die too", her voice shook as she studied their linked hands attentively. Her hands tightened, and at that moment, Souji could see her soul. Her direct, sincere confession now made sense to him. Though she did not say it out loud, her actions proved that she not only cared for him.

She loved him.

With the same fire as his.

The way he loved her, she did too for him. When one of them was in harm's way, the other became the altruistic hero. At Ikedaya, he protected her despite his own body being crippled. Whenever the fury bloodlust consumed his mind and body, she spilled her own blood to save him. When Kaoru directed his men to point their guns at Chizuru, Souji's only thought was saving her; the pain from all of the gunshots did not matter. Throughout the time when his body was close to the brink of death, she cared little about her own health to look after him. It was a simultaneous cycle that was a simple, and yet complex part of their nature. They were the same person, just divided into two parts.

Their fire had all ways burned bright. There were only now just realizing the result of those sparks.

Neither of them wanted the other to die. But death was imminent and unavoidable. As consequence, when one died, so would the other…

"I don't want to leave you either… But, I won't watch you die. I won't watch you slowly turn into a fury. I can't stand here and do nothing while I watch you go mad. I can't allow any of that to happen", Souji's eyes intensified as they pinned Chizuru's. But like him, Chizuru mirrored his energy.

"Then I won't. I don't want to be a fury. But I don't want to see you like that too", Chizuru responded back with equal power in her voice. Souji laughed sadly.

"…I'm scared shitless right now", even a small grin could not mask his fear. The thought of being alone was more frightening than it had ever seemed. The idea of dying and leaving Chizuru behind was…unbearable.

"Me too…", Chizuru whispered with a soft, trembling voice. Her expression was like the canvas to her inner-most emotions. She could not hide anything. All of her fear, all of her anguish; they were conflicting emotions that made it painful for Souji to look at her face.

There was a long silence afterwards.

"…If none of us want to die, then why don't we just choose to live?" Chizuru suggested with a hopeful edge in her voice.

"You make that sound really easy", Souji laughed again.

"I know, but still…isn't trying better than doing nothing at all?", Chizuru insisted. At last, Souji sighed in beautiful surrender and smiled.

"…You're damn right. I'm not the kind of guy who'll just sit still anyway", a playful smirk stretched across Souji's lips.

"You're definitely correct in saying that about yourself", Chizuru agreed by laughing along with him. Their laughter got to the point where both of them resembled giggling children.

Even when times were hard for them, it no longer mattered what they faced. So long as they were together and could cherish their blissful memories together, they could conquer the world.

"So there's an update with our plan. We'll find your dad, figure out something that will to turn us normal again, and we'll _both_ live", Souji recited enthusiastically.

"Right!", Chizuru nodded her head surely.

"…I'm glad you're with me, Okita-san", Chizuru smiled while gently squeezing her hands around his once more.

"Same here", a crooked smile told Chizuru that Souji agreed with her as well, and in return she showed her perfect row of white teeth. How he loved her gentle smile that brought light to his world of darkness. Staring at her mouth for a while compelled him with the need to lean down and claim her lips with his own. He reached for her dark bangs and began to twist her soft hair gently around his fingers. Chizuru did not refuse Souji's actions. She simply relaxed her face and gazed up at him adoringly. Then, after summoning the courage, he leaned down.

But then he stopped.

Before anything more euphoric could happen, the forest immediately silenced. All of the sudden, the gentle breeze that traveled through the forest became cold, which made the hairs on the back of Souji's neck stand. His instinct recognized the sensation. It was something he had gotten used to sensing when he risked his life with the Shinsengumi. Though instead of feeling excited, it was anger that drove him to be on guard.

"So it wasn't such a bad idea to turn you into a fury after all. Wouldn't you agree, Chizuru? Okita?", a soft but wretched voice made Souji's skin crawl. It took all of his self-restraint to not bark with rage. Not hesitating for an instant, he pulled Chizuru behind him. His vigilant eyes immediately locked onto the shadows from where the familiar voice had derived from.

Ascending from the darkness, there he was.

An innocent smile that could never deceive Souji played across Kaoru's lips.

"I see that the two of you are getting along well… This could only mean that by turning my sister into a fury, I've strengthened your relationship as well", Kaoru let out a short mocking giggle. His voice had an effect that could send raging flames of hate to course through one's body. Souji's hand tightened around the haft of his sword.

"Kaoru?!", Chizuru gasped behind Souji.

"What do you want, kid? You here to play more games?", though Souji smiled viciously, he very much wanted to bare his teeth.

"Please, I wouldn't come all the way out here to play a childish game", a split smile took form on Kaoru's face.

"Then just say it. Why are you here?", the teasing glint in Souji's eyes faded.

"Rude much, aren't we? Well, never mind that. I shouldn't expect anything elegant about you, vulgar human. But to answer your question, I'm simply here to check up on my dear sister", Kaoru's cold eyes focused on Chizuru's. Though he shared the exact same eyes as Chizuru, his lacked any sort of molten kindness.

"So how are you feeling, Chizuru? Have you begun to lust for blood yet?", he laughed more.

"You look a little…_parched_. Perhaps it would be a good idea to drink blood… Maybe it's Okita's blood you crave…", he continued.

"Stop that, Kaoru. We don't need to confront each other like this anymore", Chizuru's gaze was hard. Souji could tell that she was doing her best to keep her voice steady as she stared at her twin squarely.

"Is that so? Why do you suggest that then?", Kaoru asked in a derisive tone. Chizuru swallowed hard before taking in a large amount of air to speak.

"I…I finally remembered what happened to us", the edge of her voice was a combination of melancholy and nostalgia with a hint of nervousness. The smile on Kaoru's face had fallen, and his eyes turned colder.

"Remember _what_ exactly?", his childish demeanor had also vanished. His gaze intensified as he looked at his sister more seriously. What was he thinking? Souji stayed silent and observed Kaoru's every move.

"Everything. I remember what the humans did to our family many years ago…", Chizuru clarified solemnly. The air grew silent once more. The quiet suspense was almost suffocating for everyone. No one said anything. No one did anything. The twins just had their unwavering eyes locked onto one another.

Finally, after what seemed like grueling hours, Kaoru sighed.

"So you finally recalled what those _licentious _humans did to our clan…", he said the word "licentious" bitterly.

"…If that's the case, then I don't need to punish you any further", his words surprised both Souji and Chizuru. Both of them blinked.

"…'_Punish'_?", Souji questioned with a viperous tone. That was the wrong word for Kaoru to use. Chizuru had done nothing wrong to Kaoru. Sure, she was a female oni who was capable of producing more oni, but that could not be helped. Also, she was not the one to blame for the mistreatment that Kaoru had suffered through in the Nagumo household. The way Kaoru had cursed Souji and Chizuru was almost lacking of a proper incentive. Souji's hand squeezed tightly around the hilt of his sword up to the point that made his knuckles turn white. In quick response, Chizuru placed a hand on his arm as she stepped beside him.

"It's okay. I just want to talk to him", she told him with pleading eyes. Though Souji opposed the idea, he could not deny her the right to talk to her brother. This was an issue that the siblings _had_ to work out. His hand relaxed, and he nodded, but he did not drop his guard. Chizuru gave him a quick smile -that seemed forced- before she focused on her brother again.

"I think I know why you wanted me to suffer…", she began. Kaoru stayed silent, so she continued.

"I was ignorant about the pain that our family had suffered through, so you wanted to make me miserable as a way for compensation, right?"

"…You're correct", Kaoru stated flatly. He rested his hand on his sword while he studied the ground.

"I never hated you for being a female oni... What I had to deal with after we were separated had nothing to do with the reasons as to why I hated you", his eyes narrowed formidably.

"…They called me 'useless', 'scum', 'deadweight'. I was nothing. Only a boy that could receive insincere pity from others who were more fortunate", though his words were directed to Chizuru, Souji could feel them echoing around his mind with heavy weight.

_Pity… _

That was the word that Souji hated the most. It stung more than any physical wound. It was a brand. A title. A name for the unfortunate.

"My life held no meaning to anyone. Why? Because I couldn't bear oni children. What made it worse was that my adoptive family spat all of their complaints about not receiving 'the right twin' directly to my face. They didn't bother to disguise their distaste…their disgust of me", Kaoru's voice had no emotion within.

"I hated them. Gods did I hate them. Even though they are gone now, I still think about smashing their skulls repeatedly on the floor. I would kick their worthless remains around. Call them trash. Just like how they did to me", a deadly edge took form in his tone. His eyes still studied the ground furiously as he recalled his past.

In hearing Kaoru, Souji suddenly recalled a childhood memory that had marked him as a person. He remembered the practice tournament at the Shieikan dojo. Specifically, it was the match that was supposed to be his first step into becoming someone who was not titled as a pitiable person. He remembered the wound on his forehead afflicted by the older pupil. Then he remembered the amazing surge of adrenaline that he had felt when he hit his opponent with a wooden practice sword repeatedly. Then his childhood thoughts came to mind like blackened flames. '_How dare you hit me again and again! How dare you kick me! How dare you call me pitiable!_'

Souji could not figure out why he was remembering those dark thoughts that had once consumed his soul. But nonetheless, the fire raged on inside.

He remembered losing count of how many times he had bashed his wooden sword into the pupil's gut. '_Someone like you… Someone like you should be killed! I'll hit your head until you bleed like I do! I'll break your arms and legs, and shatter your bones so you can't stand!_'

His child self kept swinging with all of his strength. At that moment, nothing else made sense. There was only hate in his sword.

'_He beat me all the time. He mocked me and called me a useless freeloader. I didn't do anything. Why did he do all these cruel things to me? Therefore, it's alright to kill him, right?_'

"I knew I wouldn't stay with the Nagumo family for long. Just like they viewed me as a useless pile of trash, I did the same to them. Now the world isn't filled with as much filth…", a gentle smile that reeked of murder spread across Kaoru's face.

"In spite of that, I never blamed you for that harassment. In fact, as soon as I left that maggot's nest, I went to search for you", Kaoru told Chizuru. Something within his expression had changed. It was something that Souji could not recognize. All he knew was that the face was more horrific. It was one that could match the Devil's.

Kaoru glowered at Chizuru with fiery eyes that were still chilling to look at.

"I did find you. But you… You changed…", he almost sneered. Chizuru shuddered slightly, but she kept her ground and listened to her hellish brother.

"What the Nagumo family did to me was nothing even close to what the humans did to our family. You disgusted me. I hated you. You forgot about everything. You even forgot about your own brother! You had a happy childhood while I was left to rot with the memory of our decaying clan!", even without yelling, his words were as painful as being stabbed in the chest.

"But you remember now, right? Do you remember when the humans opened fire on us in the middle of the night?", his voice progressively rose. All Chizuru could do was nod.

"Do you remember witnessing our clan members being shot to the ground? Some repeatedly even though they were already dead?", he continued. His voice was calm and tempered, but his message was just as powerful as a scream. Chizuru nodded again while her eyes -glistening with unshed tears that were threatening to flood out- trailed down to the forest floor.

"What about watching everyone being burned alive? Men? Women? Even children? Do you remember that unfair, unjust, and vile terror those cruel humans bestowed upon us, even when we declined their foolish plan of overthrowing the shogunate peacefully?", Chizuru nodded once more to Kaoru's questions. This time, there was nothing to stop her tears.

"Then let me ask you this. Do you recall that moment when our parents died? Do you remember what they told us?", Kaoru continued with fiery brown orbs that pierced Chizuru's.

Chizuru spoke up while meeting Kaoru's gaze.

"Yes… Before they died, they told us to stay together no matter what… I remember running away with you after, but then we were forced apart", she did the best she could to hold down a sob. All Souji could do to alleviate her pain was place a gentle hand on her shoulder, but he wished he could have done more. Kaoru snorted a laugh that, strangely, did not sound malevolent. Was he sad?

"It's been said that twins share the strongest bonds compared to other siblings… I honestly believed that. Even when we were apart, even while I suffered as something worse than trash, I still loved you", Chizuru's eyes widened at her brother's proclamation.

"I thought we could be together again. That we could be reunited as a family… But when I found you, when I found out that you had forgotten our past…I felt abandoned", his eyes were mixture of agony and anger.

"You abandoned me, Chizuru. The one person whom I trusted the most…the one person whom I loved the most… You left me behind like trash, along with the memory of our beloved clan", for the first time since Souji had met Kaoru, he had finally seen a side of Kaoru that was honest. Kaoru looked like he had taken a good, stinging punch to the face.

"Kaoru…", Chizuru murmured with a strained voice.

"That's why I hated you… That's why I couldn't let you be happy. You had to suffer. You had to be punished. How could I have gone on living with the fact that you did something so cruel…so inconceivable to me?", Kaoru's pained eyes matched Chizuru's for once.

A random idea had popped into Souji's head. If he had never met Kondo, would he have sought out his older sister like Kaoru? Would he have punished her and made her suffer for all of the pain he suffered through as child? Now more than ever, more than he had ever thought possible, he was eternally grateful to have met Kondo. Without Kondo, would Souji have walked in the same path as Kaoru's?

Though their lives were different and separate, Souji recognized that his life could have been much worse like Kaoru's.

The twins to him were like fires. One who brought light and warm love, and the other who was constructed from hellfire, casting doom to whoever touched its black flames. It was now that Souji realized that he had more things in common with the twins that he did not realize before.

"…But that's all in the past now. I no longer have a reason to make you suffer", Kaoru spoke in a collected tone. Souji glared at him. Even though Kaoru had decided to stop making Chizuru suffer, he could not erase the previous damage that he had inflicted. Just because Souji could understand him, that did not mean he could forgive him.

"That's it? Do you really think it's okay for you to say that and walk away like nothing happened?", he almost snarled at Kaoru. Kaoru looked at him with an apologetic gaze, but it did nothing to ease Souji's tension.

"I do not regret what I have done. But I no longer wish to continue having bad relations with my sister, and that includes you as well", the older twin began.

"That's why I want to make you an offer", his gaze shifted back to Chizuru.

"You want to see Kodou-san again, am I right? I'm sure he has solution to help return you to your previous form, and he can do the same for Okita. But that's not exactly part of the offer I want to make to you…"

"What do you mean?", Chizuru asked.

"You were right. We no longer have to confront each other aggressively. We could be together again, like we were before. You, me, Kodou-san…we could all be a family again", a genuine smile crossed his lips, but there was something dark he was suppressing.

"But how? Things can't be like they were before. After all, almost our entire clan is gone…", the sad edge to Chizuru's voice returned. Kaoru smiled again.

"True, but you're wrong about things not being like they used to. Kodou-san invented the Water of Life for a reason, and for this reason alone; to restore the Yukimura clan", though his voice was calm, Souji could have sworn he had seen a flicker of madness in Kaoru's eyes.

"The Water of Life? But how could something as evil as that restore our clan?", Chizuru asked disbelievingly, and for a good reason. Besides personal experience, she had seen the catastrophe that the Water of Life had caused. In agreement with Chizuru, Souji could not understand how the concoction could ever restore anything other than treating wounds. Nothing good came from it.

"I wouldn't call it evil. But you have yet to witness all of the positives of the Water of Life. Chizuru, don't you feel different? By becoming a fury, you're already stronger than most oni. Imagine what it would be like if oni with weaker bloodlines consumed the Water of Life! Those oni could gain the abilities of those of a pureblood oni. It would be like the entire oni race being reborn as stronger individuals", the madness from deep within Kaoru became more apparent.

"With the Water of Life, the oni can take control again! We don't need to be caught under the rule of humans. The oni will once again reclaim their power, and the humans will be reminded of why they should fear us. This world doesn't need humans polluting it. And like they did to us, they'll go up in flames", everything Kaoru had said were words that could have been spoken from a madman. And though Kaoru's goal might have been preposterous, it was possible, especially from a person like him who would do _anything _to achieve his goal.

"So is this a plot for revenge? For what the humans did to us?", Chizuru's eyes were wide with shock.

"Perhaps, but I can't hide in the shadows anymore... Chizuru, come with me. Together we can sit at the throne of our kingdom of oni. If you want, I'll make an exception and you can have Okita join us. Please Chizuru, don't you want to be with your family again?", Kaoru's voice was almost pleading.

Souji's eyes went back to Chizuru's. He could see the distress and chaos in her brown eyes. Though she was panicked about the future for humans, she was still an oni; she had no need to worry about humans. Her desire was her family. After all, that's how she had met the Shinsengumi in the first place: to find her father. And now she could be with her father again, as well as her brother, and they could reform their relationship. But that all came with a cost: the lives of humans. There would be blood, and if Kaoru were to rely on the Water of Life's power, it would be the beginning of the apocalypse for the entire human race. Was Chizuru prepared to sacrifice all of those lives just to be with her family? Kaoru must have seen Chizuru's hesitation as well when he decided to speak.

"It's okay… You don't have to decide right this instant. I'll give you some time to think about your answer. When you have decided, come to the hometown of the Yukimura clan. Koudou-san and I will be waiting there. I trust you remember your back home?", Kaoru said. All Chizuru did was nod silently.

"Then I shall expect to see you two soon. Farewell…", and with that, Kaoru disappeared into the darkness…

The forest resumed its normal nighttime pattern, but the air was still thick between Souji and Chizuru.

Without a doubt, whatever choice Chizuru would make, there would be sacrifice.

As for Souji's standing, he did not know what to say or think. Ultimately, it would Chizuru to decide what is best for her, but was he not part of that decision as well? Kaoru had said that he could make an exception and let Souji join them, but Souji could not tell if that was what he wanted. He studied Chizuru intently. No, his choice was _she_. He loved her too much that everything else that revolved around them seemed pointless. If Chizuru decided to go with Kaoru, he would follow along and not mind that the rest of the world was being destroyed. If he followed Chizuru, was he prepared to forget everything that he had fought for in the Shinsengumi? What Kondo had given up his life for? But he knew that path was wrong. Not just wrong for him, but for Chizuru as well.

It was only moments ago that she had admitted that she did not want to be a fury. The Water of Life had corrupted everything it had touched, and within Kaoru's dream it would tarnish everything. Over the years that Souji had known Chizuru, what she had liked the least was conflict. At that moment, Souji knew what path to take. It did not matter whether or not it was right, but as long as the path that she chose could make her happy, that would be the path Souji would follow. Kaoru's dream would only cause more pain and suffering to Chizuru, but because Souji knew her, she would hide her misery if that's what it took to be with her family. In doing that, she would ultimately lose sight of herself, and she would become the cursed monster, a slave to the Water of Life. _That _was worse than death.

"C'mon. We should move as far as we can before sunrise", Souji finally broke the long silence. Though still shocked and confused, Chizuru nodded in agreement and walked close his side. She looked like a lost child, unsure of where to go. Another unexpected blow could tip her over the edge of sanity. She just needed time.

Patiently, Souji wrapped his warm hand around hers and proceeded walking.

The silence he kept had caused him to go into deep thought. Eventually his eyes found the sky.

The moon was full; it was an impressive circle of silver and white. A little bored, Souji imagined the moon with red eyes. If Kaoru's dream were to come true, it would not surprise Souji if the moon became stained with the dark crimson color that resembled blood; the ultimate symbol of madness...

* * *

><p><strong>I hope this chapter could compensate for the extremely long wait. I should apologize for many more things, but you get the gist of it. Though it is good for me to be back writing this story! I have missed you all, and I'm extremely grateful that most of you still enjoy reading the story and have kept along with this story's long journey (I think the first chapter I posted was last October)! On another note, sadly, chapters 11-19 can't be edited anymore since I no longer have them saved, and unfortunately there were still errors that I would've liked to correct, but I'm no longer capable of doing so (I got really upset when I found this out). Anyway, I have no clue when the next chapter will be posted since I'm still fairly busy (After the first two weeks of May I'll have more time to write), but I'll do my best to keep the waiting time shorter. Please review this chapter and tell me what you thought, I would highly appreciate it! The story is nearing its end, and it will approximately have 3-4 chapters left, so stay tuned! As always, have an awesome day!<strong>
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**OMG I'M SO SORRY IT TOOK ME FOREVER TO UPDATE :(. I won't spoil anything else because I've neglected you guys for a while, but I hope this chapter will make**** it up to you fabulous people. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 32: The Will to Live<p>

No sooner than Kaoru had left, and Souji and Chizuru began on their trail again, did another problem make way. That same night, before the maddening moonlight, it happened again…

With Kaoru's words obviously fresh on Chizuru's mind, she looked more than troubled, as if the world was crumbling apart all around her. That worried Souji. He knew that she was actually taking Kaoru's offer into consideration. From the surface, Kaoru's "kingdom" seemed like a potential paradise, but there was more to it than that. Humans, no, everyone who did Kaoru and his family wrong would be sacrificed. Rivers would run red and madness would become a norm.

It was the _wrong_ path; Souji knew that, but Chizuru was seeing things somewhat differently.

Her heart went out to Kaoru and her father. If she went with them, she would finally be reunited with her family that she spent the last several years looking for. She could finally reconcile her relationship with her brother, hopefully moving on from all of the pain that Kaoru had caused her. Though her family was important, she was conflicted when it came to the very much possible deaths of hundreds of innocents.

Souji could not stand to see her like that anymore. Like she had done for him many times when he had lost sight of the right path, it was _his_ turn to do the same for her. He caught Chizuru's eye for a moment and opened his mouth to snap her back to reality…but that was when the pain started.

His body nearly twisted irregularly, and his knees dropped to the forest floor with an agonizing moan escaping his lips.

The bloodlust. It was happening again, only this time it was stronger and more excruciating than ever before. His head throbbed painfully while his ears rang. Every part of his body could feel his strong, accelerated heartbeat. His muscles within ached with sudden soreness while others were so tight that they threatened to move outside his body. It felt like he was being engulfed by hellfire. Even breathing was painful. '_It hurts… It hurts so damn much_'

Before, when he had experienced the bloodlust for the first time, he thought he could control himself, that he could endure the pain. But now even _trying_ to fight against it was too much, even for him. He felt dead inside, without any hope.

The thirst for blood was not only something his throat and stomach demanded, it was his entire body –and even his _soul_- that craved for it. He wanted Chizuru's blood. He _needed_ it. His monster instincts were quickly taking over his body and mind. Without much resistance left, he was rapidly losing control over himself.

'_Dammit! Not now! Of all fucking times!'_, he cursed to himself.

"Okita-san!", Chizuru yelled as she started to reach for him. Her hand naturally reached for her kodachi, ready to cut her palm open for him to drink, but she stopped when suddenly she began to lose her balance slightly.

"Wh-Wha…?", her breathing quickly became labored and sweat appeared faster than usual on her face. For a second, Souji thought that her eyes would roll back into her head. Something was wrong, _very_ wrong. Doing his best to stifle his pained groans and moans, Okita peered up at Chizuru.

Her eyes were maniacally wide and her body began to involuntarily shiver with mad anticipation and anxiety. In a quick moment, Souji and Chizuru's gazes met. With concern for her and awe, Souji could not look away from her eyes. The warm gentle brown of her eyes was no longer there. Instead, her eyes shimmered brightly under the moonlight with a different hue. A fluorescent gold, the mark of the oni.

"Ugh…aarrrrgh!", with her own painful cries and groans, Souji understood what was happening to her. Even with her pure oni blood, nothing could stand against the Water of Life's assault on her body. The sight of Souji struggling against the bloodlust must have provoked the fury blood within her.

Though ignoring his own pain seemed impossible, Souji kept reminding himself that Chizuru was suffering from the same fate as a fury too. He would –_could_- not allow himself to succumb to his own madness. He needed to be there for Chizuru when she needed him the most, and going mad would not help solve either of their problems. With mighty effort and stubborn determination, Souji forced himself to only focus on Chizuru.

Her dark hair transformed into bright beams of white that matched the moon's surface. Something was also starting to _grow_ on her forehead. She must have sensed it because she reached up a shaking hand to her forehead. Slowly and cautiously, her fingertips gently brushed against her set of short horns.

Her eyes flew up with sudden realization, and Souji could see the fear and terror etched within them. Out of panic, she quickly turned her back to him, not wanting him to see her. She grabbed her hair roughly, taking it out of its perfect ponytail, and she pulled it over her shoulders and almost draped her entire face with it. She was taking in the sight of what she was becoming.

"No…", her soft, fragile voice shook with disbelief. But a cruel and horrible spasm that mercilessly shot through her entire body reminded her that she was indeed turning into a cursed fury.

"Am…am I some sort of…monster…?", the trembling in her voice nearly tore Souji's heart in half. He could not sit still and watch her suffer right in front of him. He felt weak and useless, unable to do anything to soothe her pain. Angry and frustrated at himself, he slammed his fists onto the earth and clenched his teeth with self-loathing.

Then a dark voice suddenly emerged in his head.

'_Poor girl… She's losing her mind and she's turning into a beast like you_', the voice echoed throughout his mind. He recognized the sound of his own voice, but it was like that voice belonged to some other entity. Maybe it was his inner demon starting to posses his mind and steal his soul.

'_Pretty soon she will no longer be the girl you love. She'll go crazy and start to kill for blood. She might just kill you…'_, the voice refused to stop. No, why was this happening?! Was Souji starting to go mad already?!

'_She's a monster, just like you and me. Well, it's her fault for getting turned into a fury in the first place. She could never hold out on her own. That girl. So useless... You're a dumbass for trying to save her'_, now Souji was enraged, but he could not control the voice that kept souring his mind.

'_Awe, did I make you angry? Or are you just upset that you couldn't protect her?'_, Souji froze in place at those words.

_'That's right. This is all your fault. All you've ever done was drag her into more shit. Maybe you don't love her; after all, you've been carrying her around like a potential snack. You've only ever wanted her for her blood. Even now, your deepest desires call for it. Too bad that it won't always be as delicious as before. Her blood is stained and spoiled now…or maybe she still has some decent oni blood left'_

_'Kill her… You'd be doing yourselves a favor. Kill her… Drink her blood and survive a little longer. Kill her… She'd want death over becoming a monster anyway. Kill her… Before she kills you... You want to help her, right? Then go back to what you do best: kill...' _

_'After all, there's no one in this world who you can really trust other than yourself; me. I know and feel your pain; I've watched you struggle ever since you were a bratty little kid. You haven't changed at all. All you want to do is get stronger and curse this rotten world for what it's done to you. You've only been led astray by that idiot Kondo and now Chizuru. But look at what's happening now: Kondo's dead, and now Chizuru's losing it. They can't help you; they've only been holding you back. Cut that shit out. Kill Chizuru. Prove your existence. Show us why you're really here_-_'_

Chizuru nearly gasped as the pain started to consume her being. Souji blinked, forcing himself to pay attention to the reality of the situation instead of his fury counterpart. He watched Chizuru as she held her body tightly with her hands as if she would fall apart into tiny pieces. She sank to the ground and curled up as tight as she could.

She was giving up. The pain was too much for her to handle on her own. But she was not alone…

Souji had walked behind her and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. There _was_ something he could do; he could not cut himself too short now of all times. He had to be stubborn for her; for _them_. They had both come so far, he was not going to allow either of them to give up so easily, no matter how tempting it seemed.

"Please don't look at me", Chizuru moaned with a half-suppressed sob. She was ashamed of herself, and she did not want Souji of all people to see her as an oni and fury abomination. She felt ugly and destroyed, and Souji could read all of that by the way she refused to meet his gaze. But he would not abandon her, even if she ordered it.

"Please! Go away!", she nearly yelled this time, but it would take more than that to convince Souji otherwise.

"Chizuru-chan… Do you want blood?", he asked softly. In his time of need, it was Chizuru's blood that saved him, and now it was time for him to save her. She did not want to budge from her spot, so by force, his hand pulled her around to face him.

With his bloody-red eyes, he met Chizuru's gaze squarely.

"Oh…", she breathed out as she looked at the monster before her. Though he may not have been an oni, Souji still had the same white hair as hers. He showed her that she was not the only one suffering from the Water of Life's curse. Both of them suffered from the painful longing for blood.

"I've…got fury blood. It might make you more of a fury", Souji spoke honestly. He was already a fury farther along than Chizuru. By now, most of his blood was most likely corrupted. But if there was anything he could do to help her, he would not hesitate.

"…I'm a little worried about that, to be honest. But if you want it, I won't tell you no", he offered with a raspy voice that he could not contain. It was hard to speak past the pain he was in, but he cared little for what was happening to him. All that mattered to him was Chizuru.

"Okita-san, I…", she paused to consider her options. There was no doubt that she was terrified. Little by little, everything was spiraling down to a blood-soaked fate. That was the tragic fate of a fury, and Chizuru was bearing the heavy weight of that reality on her shoulders. Even so, even if it would mean his own doom, Souji was not going to abandon her. She was not alone. She had him, and she would always have him. Forever…

Souji looked deep into her golden eyes as he waited for her decision.

She bit her lip nervously while also stifling her shrieks and gasps, and then her shaking hand wrapped itself around the haft of her kodachi, drawing it out slowly. It did not take Souji long to figure out her intentions. Every time he had a bloodlust, she always drew her sword like that, ready to cut her palm for him.

"Chizuru-chan? What are you…", he still started to ask anyway. Was she sure that she wanted to give him blood now? Despite the incredible pain that she was in, she was always worrying about him more than herself. The idea was comforting, but that would mean that she…

"Please, drink…", she insisted with a quiet voice. Her palm neared him, and the glistening, thick red blood on her pale white skin was already beckoning his desire, urging him to quench his thirst and soul. But even with the provoking blood already exposed, he still hesitated. Not because he was worried about losing control, it was because he knew that Chizuru was planning to endure the bloodlust that was consuming her mercilessly.

"Your body needs blood", she tried to persuade calmly, but nothing could hide her immense agony.

Why? Why was she doing this to herself? She could eliminate the pain by drinking his blood, so why was she delaying that process? And if she wanted to endure the pain, then why was she still going to the extent of offering him blood? It was not fair. If she was going to suffer through the bloodlust, then by no means should he have to drink her blood. He did not want her to suffer through the pain alone.

His eyes met hers with a puzzled expression.

"But…what about you?", he shared his concern for her.

"I…I do _want_ blood", she admitted reluctantly. From the look of her eyes, it was clear that she wanted more than just a taste of his blood, and just waiting for that sweet, corrupt desire seemed like a painful eternity. However, she was strong. No matter what pain she was going through, she was determined to get through it.

"But I don't _need_ it!", she cried out. Even when all of her instincts were telling her to succumb to her desires, she still willingly refused to give in to madness.

"I'm an oni. I did drink the Water of Life, but…", she paused to swallow another deep moan.

"But I don't need blood!", she shut her eyes, forcing evil away. Despite her suffering, her resolution brought out a soft grin from Souji. Of all horrible times, she still managed to stay her same-old-stubborn self. Perhaps that was one the reasons why he was in love with her. Her hard head had gotten them through a lot of pain and suffering together, and she sure was not about to give up now.

He finally understood why she chose to endure the pain, and why she wanted him to drink her blood.

"…That's my girl", he praised softly. Then he gently pulled her hand toward him, and with all doubts erased, he licked her blood that was waiting patiently for him. The solace and comfort that her blood gave him sent both pleasantly warm and cold shivers down his back. He had not realized how stressed he had been until he felt some of his tense muscles beginning to uncoil. His heart pounded against his chest while his entire body became rejuvenated with warmth. After a few licks, he pulled away slightly to collect his breath and speak. His voice was a gentle whisper that brushed across Chizuru's skin.

"I'll drink your blood so I can stay sane. So I can stay…me", he had become so relaxed by her blood, that his words began to slur with deep pleasure and intoxication.

Maybe he should have felt ashamed that he was relishing in the sweet ecstasy of blood while Chizuru was fighting against the tortuous deprivation from it. Nonetheless, she looked at him with an unwavering gaze, smiled, and nodded.

"And I won't drink your blood… So I can stay me", she repeated. Something about the words they exchanged to each other seemed more deeply rooted; as if their promise was something more like an exchange of vows. The trust they had for each other was so strong and deep; it was like a force of nature that could transcend time.

Souji looked down and sighed.

"…It'll pass soon", he promised her as if he could coo her pain away. Even if she could handle the pain by herself, he still wanted to be there for her, to lend all of his support and love. At his soothing voice, her shoulders somewhat sagged with relief.

Eventually Souji's hair and eyes returned to normal, but Chizuru would have to wait a little longer until the madness and pain of her fury blood subsided.

Dawn was slowly approaching, so the both of them nestled close to one another, waiting for sleep to numb their pain. Souji held onto Chizuru tightly as she shivered and convulsed in agony. But there was something even the Water of Life could not do. The concoction could not separate them. They would always be together; even the limited time they had left was no barrier.

Their hands intertwined, reminding one another that nothing could come in their way…

…At long last, daylight filled the morning sky. It was a clear day, not a single cloud touched the bright open sky. Though sunlight was still unbearable, Souji could not be happier to see the sun rise. He brought Chizuru's sleeping form closer to him. The pain had finally seceded, but the energy she had spent left her beyond exhausted, and she would not wake up any time soon. But she deserved to rest for now, and Souji was not going to complain about it either. With a deep sigh, he settled close to her as his eyes drifted closed. '_Such a clear sky today, it'll surely stay like that tonight too…_'

…A slight breeze traveled through the forest silently at night. It had been several hours past dusk since Souji and Chizuru continued traveling again. They had made good progress, and by tomorrow they would be back at Chizuru's birthplace.

"Only a little farther…", she muttered aloud.

Kodou and Kaoru were most likely waiting for her already, and they would be expecting her response. Souji wondered if she had already decided if she wanted to go with them or not, but she still seemed troubled about the whole ordeal. He wanted to know what she was thinking, but it was a better idea to put her mind at ease first. Successfully without any argument, he had convinced her that they should rest for several minutes, and she more than meekly obliged.

"C'mere, Chizuru-chan", he called out to her with a bright grin.

"Huh?", she spun to face him. He smiled gently and held out a hand to her. She took it without any hesitation, but she still had a questioning look on her face.

"Um…?", she began to try to ask him what he was doing, but he already begun to lead her through the forest. He knew exactly where he was going. He had scanned the area earlier while they rested, and he ran into a small clearing with an impressive view. After a minute or two, they had finally reached their destination.

"Oh my…!", Chizuru burst out loud when her eyes widened with amazement at the scene before her. The night sky was a cool cobalt color, and the moon shined brightly with small speckling stars as companions. The serene beauty of the moon extended to the treetops, turning their dark green leaves a soft silvery hue. A breathtaking view was what the scenery could be described as briefly.

"Well, it was clear today, so I figured it'd be a clear night too. You seemed kinda down. I thought this might cheer you up", Souji said as he took in the view as well. Throughout the years he had been with Chizuru, stargazing seemed to be one of her favorite things to do. And while they had spent the last several months traveling together, she never missed a chance to look up at the night sky.

Her eyes stayed glued to the moon and stars, but she smiled gently at Souji's words. The view must have done the trick because for once since the past day, she finally seemed calm and at ease. Her eyes under the moonlight glistened with joy.

"…I do feel better", she admitted. Souji sighed with relief to hear that. Now that she did not look so depressed, he stepped closer and gazed down at her with a serious expression and a creased brow.

"Let's talk about it. What do you want to do?", he jumped straight to the point. Chizuru met his gaze with an uncertain expression, but she did not try to steer the conversation in another route.

"I…", she paused to ponder about her next words carefully.

"Some of what Kaoru said was true. I know how much he hates the people who destroyed our home, and I understand why he wants to make a kingdom of his own…", she started. Kaoru's kingdom was not a farce. He was determined to achieve that goal by whatever means necessary. Even after all of his lies and tricks, Kaoru was sincerely honest about his dream.

"…I haven't forgotten what he did to us… But…he _is_ still my brother", Chizuru said softly. Even if they shared the same blood and face, Souji knew that he could not excuse Kaoru's actions simply because fate chose him to be Chizuru's twin brother. The damage he had caused was perhaps irrevocable, and he still thought his abuse to them was a way of "getting even". Despite his past, that did not give him the right to go ahead and destroy the lives of others.

Still, Chizuru was not one to put all of the blame on him. Her heart went out to him, and even if she could never forgive him, she could neither bring herself to hate him. That too, was perhaps another reason why Souji loved her. She sympathized with people's feelings properly, and she was always a gentle girl who could understand their pain.

She was unbiased, and she refused to see the situation as two contrasting colors. She had seen the pain her family had went through, and she would have been broken had she been forced to deal with it alone. Unlike her, Kaoru had been alone from the start. There was no one he could turn to for comfort. His only ally was strength. He chose to get stronger so he would not have to suffer again, but that path treaded on hatred, darkness, and vengeance.

"Do you want to live with them?", Souji asked softly. He knew Chizuru had a kind heart, and if there was a possibility where she could live happily with her family again, she would take it. His sharp green eyes looked at her squarely, demanding an answer from her. She swallowed hard.

"…I thought maybe I could be happy if I did go with him", her voice was small.

"…But Kaoru plans to build his nation on corpses. He'll kill anyone who stands in his way. I could never live with that. If…If Kaoru could just…give up on his dream of a kingdom of oni…", she desperately tried to find the impossible solution that could mend her relationship with her brother. Souji laughed at the idea gently.

"You really think it'd be that easy? He's got his mind set on this 'kingdom of oni' stuff, and you just said he'll kill to see it happen. I'm sure he'd kill _you_ if he had to. You really think he'll let you convince him to just forget about the whole thing?", he grinned sheepishly at her.

"That's…", she tried to find a rebuttal, but she sank her head down when she could not. She finally grasped that Souji was right about her brother. Kaoru was not about to let all of his years of suffering go to waste. He was hell-bent about his dream, and not even family ties could stop him. Compromise was out of the question for him. If Chizuru wanted to live in peace, it would have to be without Kaoru and her father. She fell silent, as she let hope begin to slip away from her fingers. But Souji, on the other hand, was not about to let her give up on her dream of living in peace, all while staying true to herself. He gave her a warm grin that channeled directly from his heart.

"I wanted to grant your wish", he began.

"What…?", she spoke out with wide brown eyes, her mouth dropping slightly as well.

"If you had begged me, I was thinking I'd probably go with you. I want to give you what you want. What you _really_ want", every word articulated came from Souji's soul.

"Okita-san…", Chizuru whispered softly. The smile on Okita's face had fallen so he could take on a more serious expression.

"…That's why I won't accept Kaoru's offer. He plans to murder hundreds of humans to build his kingdom. If you agreed to go live with him there, that'd make you a monster. Killing people to try and hide your own pain? That sounds like a fury to me", he stated the facts about the situation. He knew that deep down, no matter how much she loved her family, she knew that the plan for the kingdom they had in mind was wrong. Not even having her family close could make her happy if it meant the lives of hundreds of innocents. If she tried to her repress pain just so she could be with her family again, then it would be the same thing as sentencing all of those people to death. It would truly be a monstrous act, an act that did not fit well with Chizuru's being.

Somehow, she seemed to understand the hard truth behind Souji's words. Her expression was still shocked, but she was not rejecting his words. But Souji was nowhere near to being finished with her.

"…And what you really want is to be yourself again, right? Not a fury. Or do you want to give up because you're a monster, and just spend the rest of your life hiding from the world?", he inquired the questions that Chizuru needed to answer. But she could not find the words right away; either way, Souji did not stop.

"That kind of life doesn't suit you. Even if you figured you could handle it, I couldn't allow it", he smiled again.

"Okita-san…", Chizuru's eyes began to well up with tears. He knew that Chizuru wanted a normal life, without pain or war. All he had to do was give her the courage to pursue that fleeting dream and make it a reality.

"If we can figure out a way to deal with what the Water of Life has done to us, then we can both be free of the madness…", Souji continued. It had been their goal from the start to return to their normal selves again, Chizuru had only lost sight of it temporarily.

"You're Chizuru. You're not a monster", Souji went on kindly. It was because they could stay themselves that they had gotten as far as they did. Even if the Water of Life had taken away Souji's humanity, Chizuru was always the one who reminded him that he had never changed, that he was still himself no matter what they faced. It was how he had stayed sane the entire time. Because of her, he realized his dream, a dream that he would have thought was impossible for someone like him. But he grew up, he learned how to temper his conflicted emotions, and he finally found his reason to live. All he was doing now was helping Chizuru reach her dream.

Together, even if the possibility was slim, they would find the cure to the Water of Life, and Souji would not let go of all the hope he had left.

"If you really want to give up on that dream…", he took Chizuru's hand in his own and smiled. His emerald eyes gazed deep into hers, and her breathing hitched for a moment.

"…Then I'll kill you", though he had said that same phrase so many times to her in a menacing way, he put all of his love and kindliness into it this time.

"If you give up on life, then I'll take it from you before you forget who you were", he loved Chizuru so much that he was even willing to kill her if she decided to turn into a fury along with her family. Her sacrifice would be the same thing as killing her kind, sweet, stubborn, and worrywart self. Souji could not allow that. He loved Chizuru for all of who she was, and he was not going to allow any monster or oni try to destroy her, and that included herself.

Despite his kind threat, there was no fear reflected in Chizuru's eyes. They only seemed to glisten more with adoration.

"Okita-san…", she called his name affectionately again.

"If you don't want to die, you've gotta give up giving up. You…need somebody who's gonna be strong for you, and I'm way too stubborn to ever throw in the towel, so…", he cursed himself in his head when he realized his voice shook. All of the sudden he was nervous. He trying to confess his feelings for Chizuru, but now he was messing everything up! His mind was screaming at him to get a hold of himself as he began to hear to his own fast and powerful heartbeat. How could he get this nervous? He had already admitted to himself that he loved her, so why was he struggling to spit it out? Was he worried of what she would think of him? What if he misread her feelings about him, and she would turn him down? All sorts of troublesome worries crossed his mind, but he suddenly stopped thinking when he saw that Chizuru was…crying.

"I…", she began to sob while her face, even under the dim moonlight, was bright scarlet.

"I don't want to give up!", she exclaimed while letting all of her bottled up feelings burst through her. Tears of all sorts of joyous emotions streamed out of her eyes like a never-ending rainfall.

"I'll stay with you forever!", and with that she charged into Souji's all too accepting arms. She buried her face into his chest as she continued to cry. At her words, Souji felt like he could hop over the moon. Never before had he been this happy. Her dream was to live in peace with _him_, the man she loved. She wanted to be by his side for as long as she could. Her fingers grabbed handfuls of his clothes, holding onto them tightly as if she would never let go.

Souji's arms squeezed Chizuru into a tighter embrace, promising the both of them that they would never part. She was his dream. He wanted to live for her, even if the rest of his time was short. Before, his only desire was to be drenched in blood of his enemies while he continued to swing his sword, but now he wanted more for himself. Perhaps a year ago he would have easily given up his life for battle, but now he had found _it_.

…The will to live.

"Then I'll stay with you…forever", his voice was just barely above a whisper as he spoke into Chizuru's ear.

Their half-lidded eyes met, and they drew closer to one another. One of Chizuru's hands landed on his chest, able to feel his racing heart pounding against his chest, while the other one clutched his shoulder tightly, bringing him closer to her. As for him, he wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her body toward him, while his free hand cupped the back of her head gently.

Both of them closed their eyes in sweet surrender, and with a soft, almost inaudible sigh, Souji leaned down toward Chizuru.

With soft tenderness, more than he had ever shown before in his life, he pressed his lips against hers.

It was at that moment in time where nothing else felt more right. Her soft lips taught him what lips feel like; what it feels like to channel emotions. While he was kissing her, he still could not exactly keep himself composed. His hands trembled slightly as he held the woman he loved close to him. Even when he had closed their gap, he yearned to get closer, to feel more of this incredible and fascinating emotion. All of his worries seemed to have disappeared for the time being because all he could focus on was her.

Chizuru was so dear to him. A life without her was unimaginable. And he could feel the same emotions radiating from her as well.

Souji loved Chizuru.

Chizuru loved Souji.

All of their feelings, all of their thoughts, they had united into one being.

Chizuru's hands continued to clench his clothes, not at all caring if she wrinkled them. The tears she had shed were not close to fading away as she cried. Her lips linked perfectly with Souji's, promising to give everything she had to him. All of her fears dissipated as she realized that the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with was far more important than anything else. With him, she could stay herself. They felt complete and at home together.

Confessing love's definition was possible through words, but even the most eloquent or longest of words could never convey the deepest feelings that they shared within their souls. But their love was easily projected through the simple and yet complex medium of a kiss.

There was something incredulous about their kiss. Though kissing was normal for lovers, what Souji and Chizuru shared seemed so different compared to other relationships. There seemed to be no more differences between the two of them. They were equals, or like parts of the same mind. Perhaps it was fate's doing…yes, that had to be it. Their love was too great to be mere coincidence. Souji was now surer than ever before that he was born to meet Chizuru, as she was destined to encounter him in that cold alley years ago.

She was his, as he was hers.

They both wished deeply that they could vanish inside the kiss. But time was a plaguing nuisance. Even if they both escaped from the madness together, there was one problem that could not be solved. The time Souji had was short, and perhaps sometime soon he would meet his impeding end. His illness was taking away his future.

No, that did not seem right. He felt connected to Chizuru, as if she was holding him down with indestructible tethers. Finally, the answer he needed came. Because his love was so deep, and so strong, he would always be with Chizuru. Even after death, his soul and heart would always remain in her possession. And when she died, they would be reunited as if it were destined.

No matter how many times either one of them would be reborn, they would always and forever find each other.

The kiss had ended as calmly as it had started.

Souji cupped Chizuru's face with his hands, gently wiping away her tears with his thumbs.

"I hope I didn't make you sad", he whispered softly. Chizuru chuckled as she finally snuffled.

"…I'm not sad. I'm crying because I'm happy", she smiled as she looked deep into his eyes and stroked his arms. Her voice was slightly above a whisper, but her words were a reassuring promise for the unclear future.

"…Everything's going to be okay. I believe that now"

* * *

><p><strong>Finally they kissed! I've been dying to write this scene for a very long time, and I hope you guys have enjoyed my interpretation of it. I say this all the time, but thank you for being patient, I know it's been a really long wait and I appreciate every single one of you who stuck to the story. <strong>

**Please review and tell me your thoughts and opinions! I love reading what you guys write, and it certainly motivates me to ****write better.**

**Only 2-3 chapters left before the epilogue! So far it's been amazing writing this story, and I can't wait (I'm also a little sad) to write the story's ending. As always, have an awesome day!**
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* * *

><p>Chapter 33: Nightmare<p>

The soft whisper of stepped-on grass and the occasional click of a kicked pebble no longer bothered Souji. The summer heat was tolerable thanks to the gentle night breeze that ruffled through his brown hair relaxingly.

The world felt _right_.

…Or perhaps it was just _he_ thinking that the world was perfect. It was unlikely that world might have changed in just a few short minutes, so it had to be all in his head and heart.

Instead of fumbling through the forest floor, he felt as though he could glide past the dirt and tree roots smoothly. Now that he was thinking about it, if he did accidently trip, he wouldn't be angry at all. _Nothing_ could wipe away the seemingly permanent grin on his face.

He was happy. What could be so wrong with that? Well, he could not let his guard down and let his bliss blind all of his senses. After all, he and Chizuru were still all alone together in the forest near the eastern mountains. Given the untamed environment, it was very likely that no other human being had traveled through here lately. And the nearest town was perhaps a two days travel away. Any other person would have been scared out of their wits, but not Souji and Chizuru.

They chose to venture through the dark forest for several reasons, all of which were reckless, maybe foolish, but most of all frightening. Tomorrow night, they would be at the old Yukimura residence, and they would surely see Kaoru and Chizuru's father. What Souji and Chizuru knew was that it was not going to be a happy family reunion. By rejecting Kaoru's offer, it was certain that the misguided twin would not allow his sister to live in peace, least of all let her and Souji stop his plan to creating a kingdom of oni.

…Even now, they could be walking toward their deaths.

But they had at least one night left together, so why ruin it? And Souji had a good idea on how he wanted to spend the rest of night.

They might have been all alone in the woods, but it was not necessarily considered a "bad thing" in the young samurai's eyes.

Hand in hand, he and Chizuru were heading to a proper resting spot –proper meaning a comfortable tree to sleep against. Still, neither of them were quite tired, and after their first kiss several minutes ago, how could they be? The more and more Souji thought about it, the more he felt ready to do it again.

Suddenly he stopped walking, and Chizuru -not expecting his halt- had bumped into his arm slightly.

"O-Okita-san? Is everything okay?", it was clear that Chizuru was doing her best to remain calm, but Souji knew that she was worried about their _condition_.

"Yeah, I'm fine. I…I actually wanted to ask you something", he smiled to reassure her that nothing was wrong.

"Oh… Okay. What do you want to ask me?", Chizuru let out a small sigh of relief and sagged her shoulders slightly. She now seemed calm and collected, but Souji was sure that his question would fluster her, and he probably wouldn't get his answer if that happened. But he was a determined and stubborn man, so one of his hands reached for her arm while his free hand grasped her wrist. His hold was not enough to hurt her –that was not his intent after all- but secure. There was no escape for her.

"Um…Okita-san?", now there was a hint of nervousness in her tone again, and she tried to gingerly squirm her arms free, but Souji was not planning to let her go.

"Chizuru…", he said her name –purposefully leaving out the "chan"- in a low but soft voice, almost letting her name roll off seductively from his tongue.

"If I said I wanted to kiss you again, would you let me do it?", the question was innocent, but it still sparked the red fire on Chizuru's cheeks and nose.

"Wh-Wha-?!", she baffled out while her wide eyes were desperately trying to look at anything but him. As if his question was not enough to embarrass her –which was not the case- Souji drew his face closer to hers until their noses were just a hair's width apart. His keen eyes were trained on hers; and even if she wanted to, she could not look away from him.

"Well?", of course Souji wanted to steal a kiss from her right then and there, but his urge to tease her would never subside entirely. His grin was small, but it did not hide his trickster demeanor.

"…W-Well…", she repeated after him, struggling to blurt out any excuse to save herself from more embarrassment. Maybe Souji was dragging her out of her comfort zone, but like her, he knew what her answer would be. They were both fools for each other, and after all they've been through, even death hardly seemed like a barricade to their love. The poor girl was just too shy and bashful, but that only made her more desirable and irresistible to Souji's eager lips. She was always a cute girl in his eyes since the day he met her, but back then would he have never thought the woman before him now was _extremely_ attractive.

Maybe it was his own taste, but he had to admit that the typical traits of dark hair and brown eyes suited Chizuru perfectly. Her features were subtle and natural, and she did not have to be pompous or meretricious to catch his eye and maintain his focus. The more he took in her appearance, the harder it became to keep the _small_ distance between their lips.

…But he would resist so long as he was rewarded with her bewildered reaction that was increasingly adorable as she continued to struggle. He could feel her irregular breathing brush across his face softly, and her teeth continuously toyed with her bottom lip –and now he was getting jealous of her teeth! But gauging her response was worth his patience and restraint.

"U-Um… I-It… It…", she kept on fumbling until finally she snapped her mouth shut to regain her posture –despite Souji's hold on her. Her head tilted upward arrogantly, most likely trying to prove that she could stand up to him confidently, but she only raised his excitement further.

"It depends…", she stated with an as-matter-of-fact tone, but her wide eyes kept displaying her nervousness. If that was what others would call "flirting", then Souji was certainly one to adapt and participate as well. And he was not a man who would lose so easily…

"Depends on what exactly? Enlighten me. And please, don't spare me of any details", and just like that, Souji was able to turn the tables on Chizuru. Her mouth dropped open with disbelief, and Souji could have sworn he heard her voice crack deep within her throat. The confidence that she had built up for herself fled the scene quicker than lightning, and she was back to step one, only now there would be no recovery for her.

"I-It depends on… It depends on…", the wheels turning in her head were almost a visible display as she worked desperately to answer her mischievous lover.

"I-It… It depends on the time and place!", she blurted while trying her best to not look ashamed of her pitiful excuse.

"_Really_…?", Souji feigned uncertainty dramatically to tease her more.

"It depends on the time and place", she repeated again, trying to convince both him and herself that her excuse was legitimate. Souji knew that routine of hers by now: if she kept repeating herself, she thought she could make anyone believe her words. The only problem was that she was a terrible actress.

He could have seized the opportunity to fluster her further, but she had her own invisible tethers on him that were quickly urging him to forget his pride. It might not have looked like it from her perspective, but he tossed aside his impishness –_temporarily_- to surrender to her blissfully.

His eyes softened, and the grin on his face fell. Right now, he was a man looking at woman. The sudden change of his disposition from playful to serious even stopped Chizuru dead on her tracks.

Green eyes stared at brown ones with their own unwavering and magnetic pull.

"…What about now?", Souji's voice was low and sultry. All he wanted was her; he could care less about watching her squirm. He had teased her many times in the past, and he could certainly do it again later, but now he just wanted her love and tenderness. And it seemed that she was just as ready to give in to him, since her eyes were half-lidded with intoxicated passion.

"…Yes"

As if the word was like the key to his shackles, the now free man closed his eyes while his heart raced harder and faster than any engine.

Only a soft gentle breath was exhaled out before his lips met the one's of his beloved.

His hands squeezed Chizuru tighter with the silly dream that they could remain in this moment forever. But now that dream seemed more like a reality than anything else.

How could this blissful feeling be possible for a man like him? Even that was a mystery to him, but what mattered most was that the woman he loved cherished and loved him just as much. Everything else that they had worried about felt like it had disappeared or that they would have to travel great lengths to ever worry again.

As simple as her touch was, as gentle as her lips were, the fiery passion they channeled put any and all existing flames to shame.

Their lips matched each other's movement, always moving as one. Too lost in the kiss, Souji had not noticed that Chizuru managed to free herself from his grip. Her hands traveled to his chest, making him groan deeply against her lips. Without her arms to grab onto, his own hands went to bring the girl closer to him. One pulled her waist and pressed her body right up against his while the other went for her hair. His actions brought out a surprised moan from her, and he could not help but smile against her lips. But he knew her surprise would not last forever, so he tilted her head and made the kiss deeper.

He could never get over the idea of how much he loved her, let alone how much she loved him back. The power she had over his heart was indomitable, so much so that just having her near him felt like his heart was being squeezed with ruthless, yet gentle force.

There was a calm, quiet air between them when they finally pulled apart. Souji's arms pulled Chizuru tighter to him in a warm embrace as he partially rested his head on hers.

"It'd be nice if we could just stay like this all time…", he shared his thoughts with a quiet voice.

"Yeah…", Chizuru agreed. After more moments of silence, she shifted her head so she could look into Souji's eyes. He was surprised to see a doubtful look playing on her face.

"Okita-san… Are you sure you want to come with me…to see Kaoru and my father…?", worry and fear took over her tone. The smile from Souji's face fell, but neither was he upset by her question. His hands cupped her face, forcing her eyes to focus on nothing but his.

"Chizuru, you're the girl I want", he stated it as plain fact without any trace of mischief. His intention had not been to make Chizuru blush, but she still did anyway. However, Souji did not give her time to speak.

"I'm not prepared to give you up to anyone, and I won't let you go through this alone. Because I want you, I'll do whatever it takes to keep you happy… Even if it means a nasty reunion with in-laws, I'm ready to go through anything."

"You want…me…?", Chizuru's voice was small and even a little bewildered.

"Who else is gonna keep my stubborn ass in line? …I do want you, and I always will. Simple as that", Souji grinned at her lovingly. After he spoke, he could feel Chizuru's arms wrapping around his back tightly. Then she smothered her face in his chest.

"…If you're staying with me… Then I'll do whatever it takes to keep you happy too. So please, let me stay with you…", she muffled, but the meaning of her words was as clear as day to Souji. He smiled and combed her hair with his fingers while also tracing meandering trails down her back.

"Of course you're staying with me. I'm never gonna take my eyes off you. I'll take care of you, just like you'll take care of me, right?"

"Yeah!", Chizuru nodded vigorously against his chest. Her face was still unexposed, but that was only because she tried to hide her joyous tears away from Souji. But he did not judge her for it, he just held her silently as she tried to stifle her crying.

"Thanks, Chizuru…"

…The sun began to rise shortly after, so the two of them settled in the crook of a tree root. It was best to rest before the calamity that they would surely face by nightfall. Nestling with Chizuru at his side, Souji hoped this would be the last sunrise he would have to sleep through with her. Peacefully and quietly, both of them drifted into the deep domain of sleep…

_…_

_"Okita-san, I…"_

_I remember this… The pain that the Water of Life put her through would be forever etched into my mind. _

_Somehow, the memory seemed different, but I couldn't exactly explain how. I began to wonder if this was all a hellish dream._

_"I want blood", it was more than her words that demanded for what I offered._

_"I want your blood Okita-san!", Chizuru's desperate plea put me into action._

_Her pain was enough motivation for me to help her; even so, I couldn't help but feel…odd about this. Yet at the same time, my longing thirst -that had taken over my soul- demanded for repentance in the form of blood. I knew very well the agony she was going through. My blood would relieve her pain; it was that thought that kept me focused and grounded. Just as long as she was safe, nothing else mattered._

_I reached for a small wakizashi that I had always kept within my shirt, and without another thought, I drew the blade across the skin of my hand. The hot sting that came from it was nothing. After a thick line of dark red blood oozed out from my wound, I could already begin to feel the pain of it ebbing away._

_"Oh…", Chizuru exhaled out, her eyes immediately transfixing on the sight of my blood. I could see the barely-contained hunger and desire in them. _

_The lust she had was more of a desperate need. All at once, her body automatically moved to mine, all restraint within her perished. I held out my bleeding hand to her, and her soft lips began to clamp themselves over my wound. A soft moan told me more than enough of the comfort my blood had given her, and her eyes closed lasciviously as she relished under sweet and bloody intoxication. The thought of my blood being helpful to her made a certain kind of warmth rise within my chest. _

_Was I supposed to be happy?_

_After a short moment, Chizuru stopped drinking and looked up at me with glassy, gentle eyes._

_"Okita-san…you…", though her voice was still rough and breathy, I could sense the tenderness in her tone, and in that moment I understood what she wanted._

_"…Thanks", I croaked out, my own voice still dry and hoarse, but I did my best to smile at her. Whatever doubts I'd had vanished with any remaining self-control. Every thought, feeling, fiber, and emotion called for her blood, and because she was willing, I'd take it._

_My hand reached for her collar and dragged it to the side, exposing her pale, smooth skin to my burning eyes. Swallowing my eagerness, I had calmly set the edge of my wakizashi against her neck._

_I caught a glimpse of Chizuru closing her eyes, silently giving me her consent. As quickly as I could, I carved a small line through her warm skin, and I watched with concupiscent anticipation the crimson solace to my pain seep out from her wound._

_My desire drove me to her neck, and I gently pressed my lips against her. As many times before, her blood never ceased to bring my heart and body indescribable pleasure. I could feel heat moving in all directions inside my body._

_It felt _good_, to describe it simply, but no words or thoughts could project my satisfaction._

_Too far gone into my joy, I closed my eyes as I felt Chizuru lower her head back to my hand._

_Something about this exotic encounter made it different from all of the other moments when I drank her blood. Even in pain, I felt strangely…alive, or as if muscles deep within me were contracting and expanding all at once. _

_Nothing could mistake the ecstasy that we were experiencing. The thought of being a creature of madness and vulgarity was of little to no importance. Blood was all I needed and wanted, and I had Chizuru right by my side. If it wasn't for her, would I have been driven mad long ago? Still, I could feel dark, corrupt tendrils surrounding my heart and plaguing it with sin._

_Blood. Heat. Flesh. I was getting drunk from my pleasure. I wanted more…_needed_ more…_

_My free hand reached for her collar again, only now I was dragging it out down, baring more of her flesh to my hungry eyes. As blood continued to ooze out from the cut on her neck, I found myself kissing and licking her for other reasons than just her blood. Desire clouded rational judgment, and I had begun to reach a new stage of maturity that I thought I wouldn't reach._

_But amongst my rousing and excitement, chains of fear still held me place. Yes, blood was a comfort, but from anyone else it would've been…distasteful. More than that, I would be damn scared if I was suffering through this on my own. Pain was something I hardly minded, and I could bear it, but going crazy…losing sight of myself, it was an imminent future I didn't want to see happen. My own sanity wasn't alone on the line. Chizuru was a creature just like me, burdened by her family's curse. The love I had for her grew at the same rate as my fear of losing her. She was all I had left. Even with a cure to my madness, it'd be a pointless and unimaginable future without her._

_My pace slowed down as my thoughts carried me to dark places, but I stopped completely when I felt Chizuru's arms around me. Her hands pulled me closer to her, urging me to relish in the same dark enthrallment as she._

_Dammit all._

_My hand tightened on her collar, damming it for being in the way. As Chizuru continued to drink, I felt her soft white hair brush against my fingers, and I had to resist the urge from grabbing and dominating it. Oh well, my attention could be redirected to her other parts. So I dove to her neck again, claiming it as mine and only mine._

_There could be no shame in this. And if there was, I'd ignore it and continue to sin. Sweet and hot pleasure erased all my fears and doubts. Together, Chizuru and me were discovering the joy of blood and the contentment of transgression…_

_… _

_…Koudou stiffened in surprise, and Kaoru's smile fell, almost looking as though he took a bite out of something sour. How could they not be disappointed by what Chizuru had just said? _

_She wouldn't come with them, and we would put an end to this madness of creating an oni haven. Instead of her family, she wanted to spend the rest of her life me._

_The memory of her confession still lingered angelically in my head; "I love him"._

_This, I thought to myself, is where I'm meant to be. By Chizuru's side, where happiness and peace will always reign with us. _

_Now to stop the old man and Kaoru…_

_Chizuru and I began to reach for our swords, but that's when he spoke._

_"Chizuru… Why don't you understand?", Koudou's voice was strained, not at all betraying his desperation and heartbreak. It was expected of him. He'd spent a great deal of time trying to rebuild the Yukimura clan by creating the Water of Life and its furies, but now the sole pillar to his purpose was crumbling down all at once. _

_Though the night might end with his death, we couldn't allow him to carry on with his plan. And even if we turned back now and ran, he and Kaoru would find us and only bring more torment. It wouldn't be just us suffering, but every human as well. How could we ever live in peace with the deaths of thousands on our hands?_

_We couldn't betray humanity…the Shinsengumi…Kondou…_

_We made our choice. If Chizuru and me were to spend the rest of our lives together, it wouldn't be without a fight first. But I was born ready to fight, and I was sure as hell that I wasn't going to let anyone snatch away my future with Chizuru._

_"I know I probably made you suffer… But I did all of this for us, for our clan", the old man continued to reach out to his daughter, but she stood firmly by my side despite her glistening eyes._

_I understood I was asking too much of her: give up her family for me. Surely it pained her to sever her ties with the man who she called "Father" for most of her life. Perhaps I should've felt guilty, but I knew just as much as she did that she was willing to do whatever it takes to stay with me._

_…We were inseparable, and I wouldn't have it any other way._

_"This will be the end of our family's suffering. Once we have our army of furies, nothing can stop us! Please, Chizuru, come back!", the edge of Koudou's voice was sad as he practically begged for his daughter to return to him. However, the last glimmer of hope in his eyes was gone the moment when Chizuru shook her head._

_"…I can't", she struggled to say it, but only because she knew she was breaking her father's heart. That girl…always sympathetic for others. I could easily tell that she wanted her father and brother to surrender now before swords could be crossed. I respected that desire, and if they could just stand down, then there'd be no reason for me to fight. I was here for Chizuru alone; I couldn't care less whether or not Koudou and Kaoru walked out of here alive -so long as we got what we wanted._

_…But Kaoru's next words were the promise of conflict._

_"There's no point trying to convince you. You and I won't ever see eye to eye", he said flatly to his twin, lacking of any emotion._

_All Chizuru did was nod. They might have been bound together by blood, but they would never be a family._

_Kaoru sighed before turning to Koudou. I couldn't tell whether he was exhausted or disappointed. Maybe both. Like it mattered now._

_"Just give it up, old man. Words aren't any good here", for once, Kaoru spoke sense._

_"B-But…", Koudou struggled. It was as though his entire world was suddenly turning against him. A part of me wanted to yell at him and tell him not to swallow any of Kaoru's horseshit, but I felt too angry with him to do so. _

_If he went against us, I wouldn't mind killing him. What's one more death by my sword going to do to me now? _

_I knew my train of thought was wrong, but I couldn't suppress my desire for blood. I could feel some of my hold on sanity slip away. The only reason why I wasn't charging on ahead was because of Chizuru, my only repose who was worth more than all of the blood in the world._

_"I've made up my mind, Father", she spoke more firmly this time, boosting my energy and confidence as well. We weren't going to give up on our dream, and that was final._

_"Still…", what was left of Kaoru's emotionless face was suddenly gone when a cruel smile began to spread. I felt my body tense, preparing myself for what was to come, but I kept a cool face for Chizuru. And as expected, her brother drew out his sword quickly from its long scabbard. The blade hissed for battle, and the edge of it was pointed directly at my chest. _

_"…Perhaps she'll come to her senses if we kill Okita", Kaoru jived wickedly as he shifted into an offensive stance. There was no going back for him. At that moment, I knew he was going to die. If he had any chance of living, I would destroy it immediately without hesitation._

_"Kaoru!", Chizuru snapped back harshly with an aggressive tone I've never heard before._

_"Chizuru, are you being deceived by this human?", Koudou's voice was more collected compared to how he sounded a minute ago, but I easily comprehended his resentment and sudden hate toward me. I was taking his daughter away from him, and in no way did I fear him for that. Wordlessly, I've given him enough reasons for him to throw my ass in the fire. But let hellfire rise, I would become a demon once more to eradicate him._

_"No! I'm not!", Chizuru tried desperately to defend me, but her words failed to reach her father's mind. That's when I saw the color in his eyes change into an alarming and luminous shade of gold. It wasn't the color an ordinary oni would have; it was tinted around the edges with the mad color of scarlet. That was a sign that meant he wasn't just an oni, despite the set of horns on his forehead._

_"What…?", the word spilled out from Chizuru's mouth as she gaped at the man who was no longer her father. At that, he laughed condescendingly then faced me. His eyes longed for my death._

_"You heard Kaoru, didn't you? Even oni from weaker bloodlines can gain the strength of a pureblood with the Water of Life", only madness reigned within him as he spoke._

_"Then…you drank it?", Chizuru asked disbelievingly, her voice almost broken. Koudou said nothing but smiled cynically, and that was proof enough._

_"Oh Father…", her voice shook as she felt her father's loss right then and there. The man in front of us was alive, but her father was long gone. He was only an empty shell being controlled by the Water of Life. _

_Now it was Chizuru's world being flipped upside down, but we've come so far, and I wasn't going to allow her to suffer alone. Tenderly, I placed my hand on her shoulder. Her eyes met mine, and I smiled._

_"I'm here for you, Chizuru. I'll protect you", I laid my heart out to her with every word I said._

_"Okita-san…", she bore into my eyes as she said my name with deep-hearted trust. I wouldn't fail her. It was a promise that was stronger than any oath or vow._

_With adrenaline now rushing through my veins, I stepped forward and pulled my sword out, ready for battle. My excitement couldn't be contained, so I grinned wildly at my opponents._

_"Can I ask you one thing, though? Do you know how to cure the effects of that crap?", I directed my questions to Koudou. I was calm and casual, as I always was for any battle; only my sharp eyes were as serious and concentrated as my blade._

_"You've got to know, Koudou-san. You refined the stuff after all", I goaded him, hoping to get lucky._

_"Well-", Koudou was giving me what I had wanted, but Kaoru wasn't stupid enough to let him finish. He threw out a hand to stop him and met my gaze with a sly smile._

_"We don't have any reason to tell you. If you want to know, then you'll have to force us to talk", he challenged me. I couldn't help but chuckle. Even in a battle against two oni, I was sure I would win._

_"…Well, that makes sense I suppose. Shall we get started, then?", I said anxiously with a smile still playing on my face. My enthusiasm was causing me to tighten the grip on my sword's haft. I wanted this fight to be over soon; I couldn't wait to get my hands on the cure for the Water of Life. Chizuru and I were almost there. I could practically taste victory. _

_Just one more fight…_

_Then in a flash, Kaoru and I ran to each other, the steel of our swords clashing together with a high and thunderous ring. We had both taken on the form of our inner monsters, only sharing the same color of bright white hair._

_Blow after blow, the cold flickering metal of our blades reflected the bright silver moonlight. Kaoru wasn't the only one I had to worry about, though. Right behind him was Koudou, swinging his fists toward me at full speed. With a fury's strength, I was sure that more than just my bones would be damaged if a hit from him managed to land on me. Even so, I was faster and more experienced. Easily enough I was avoiding each smite._

_Impressively, I was holding my own against the two oni. I wasn't the only one who sensed that I had the upper hand. Every strike Kaoru made reminded me of the way an angry viper lashes out. He was growing frustrated, and for the first time in a battle against him, he wasn't smiling. His gold eyes were fervent with rage._

_He might have been a better warrior than Koudou, but I was far superior, and we both knew it wasn't an exaggeration._

_I ducked to avoid one of Koudou's attacks, and I heard his fist fly over me with a swoosh. He was now left defenseless for any attack, and I slashed my sword across his arm. He screamed in agony, but I knew that I would have to give him a mortal wound so that his body couldn't regenerate. After jumping back, he grunted and glowered at me._

_"You…! Damn you! You're just a human!", he spat at me as loudly as he could, perhaps thinking that he could still pose himself as a threat to me, but his voice was dry and raspy. His body was betraying him. He was panting and breathing heavily, working more than just a sweat._

_"…You've gotten better, Okita", Kaoru stopped his attacks momentarily. In a different situation, I'm sure he would've taken this opportunity to chide me, but now his chances weren't in his favor. The ghost of his smirk faded completely as he looked at me with cold and empty eyes._

_"Why's that? Is it because you want to protect the woman you love? I _hate_ that!", his sneer gave no deception of his feelings. Though, he detested me, it bothered me that his resentment was directed elsewhere; elsewhere being Chizuru. Still, I had to admit that he was correct about my reasons for fighting, and there was no shame in feeling that way. His words only fueled my energy more, so I merely shrugged my shoulders and grinned._

_"Say what you want. It's a good enough reason for me", I stated proudly. I loved Chizuru, and I would fight through the ends of Earth for her. Whatever pain may come from this, it's only temporary to my forever with her._

_Infuriated with my answer, Kaoru launched himself forward with a beastly snarl. The continuity of clashes and rings increased its pace. Every swing taken was meant with not only the intent to wound, but with the intent and thirst to kill. Never before have I been engaged in such a fuming battle. Everything was moving so fast without a break in between, my surroundings were starting to blur. One wrong move could dictate our survival. My smile was soon gone as I focused on every movement our bodies made._

_Sharp stings penetrated through my flesh every now and then from a new wound that Kaoru had inflicted on me. But courtesy in return, the kid didn't go unscathed either. Blood splashed out from our bodies, staining our clothes and falling onto the muddy ground like rain. The metallic smell of it seeped through my nose and down my throat, creating a coppery tang._

_More and more, I was focusing on the blood rather than the actual fight. Normally I would only mind the stickiness, but now every thought I had screamed for blood. I was losing control to the bloodlust, and I could feel animal-like aggression possessing my movements. I bared and gnashed teeth like a mad and untamed creature. My body and soul wanted to be bathed and lathered in blood. The only rational thought I had was to keep on swinging my sword._

_Chizuru… I will protect her!_

_The feeling behind the thought kept me grounded and sane long enough to drive Koudou and Kaoru back. One thing for certain was that I had to end this fight now. _

_"It's time for the two of you to die", I enunciated each word clearly for Chizuru to overhear. It would only take one word for me to withdraw if she still felt uncertain about her family's destiny. Her last and only ties to her family would be gone forever. She had to be absolutely certain if she was going to sacrifice them. I waited for the slightest sound, but I heard nothing from her and nodded. That was good enough for me to understand what she wanted._

_For everyone's sake, her family could no longer continue to live._

_I adjusted and tightened my hold on my sword. This strike, I thought, will be the one to end everything. Koudou understood what I was preparing myself to do and positioned himself to charge at me like an angry bull._

_"Impudent fool!", he yelled and ran as far as his stride could carry him. Another wave of punches tried to slam against me, but I calculated each one and dodged them perfectly. I was conserving as much energy as I could because I could see Kaoru running up behind Koudou, looking ready to follow him into battle._

_"Wha-?!", I heard Chizuru exclaim out of shocked panic. Frantically alarmed, I spun my whole body around to face her despite being engaged in mid-battle with Koudou, but he was the last of my worries._

_Kaoru had taken advantage of my distracted duel with Koudou and leapt the other way toward Chizuru. He was merely feet in front of her –sword held tightly in hand._

_"The person I hate the most isn't Okita, for taking my sister away from me", I watched with horror as Kaoru raised his sword high in the air._

_"…It's you, Sister, for betraying me!", his eyes went maniacally wide as he sounded like a force of evil, condemning the innocent into a hellish and torturous death._

_ I couldn't tell if my eyes were wider than Chizuru's at that moment, but with lightning speed my shock was washed away with an apoplectic force that I hadn't known existed within me._

_I had to get to Chizuru. _Now!

_Koudou tried to block my path, oblivious and blinded by the Water of Life's power to make sense that his daughter was going to die. I've never hated someone so much before in my entire life until now. I hated him! He was in the way!_

_"Move!", I screamed more than snarled ferociously. My voice was hoarse, agitated, scared, and angrier than any god, but I didn't care. I drew my sword back as far as I could, creating as much momentum as possible before slashing it across Koudou's chest with full speed and force. It was blow that would surely kill him._

_"GYAAAARGH!", his pained scream sounded like a whisper to my ears. I didn't even watch his dead body crumple to the ground. I was already running as fast as I could toward Kaoru and Chizuru, mentally begging for any outside force to bless me with faster legs._

_"KAORU, DON'T!", I pleaded with the loudest and most desperate scream I've ever cried out to my enemy who was happily going to take Chizuru's life away._

_ Anything but her! My fear of losing her fueled my fury, and I held my hate-filled sword high in the air. _

_…But I was too late._

_There was no way that I'd get to my beloved in time…_

_The next seconds were the longest and most grueling in my life._

_Kaoru's silver sword shined and twinkled eerily, then I watched the man I hated the most bring it down toward Chizuru in a swift yet heavy motion._

_"Oh…", there wasn't even enough time for Chizuru to scream._

_Terrified for her, my heart dropped when I saw the edge of Kaoru's blade meet Chizuru's bone and flesh, engraving a critical wound on her left shoulder. Blood splashed loudly onto the ground, making it darker and muddier. _

_The sword had only stopped a few inches above her heart. A few more would've killed her instantly, but some sort of strange relief washed through me once I saw that she was still alive. But now wasn't the time to celebrate…_

_Though Chizuru was alive, I wanted to rip Kaoru into shreds. I wanted to erase his existence and have him fall into hell and burn for eternity. _

_Just one more kill…_

_As soon as Kaoru pulled out his sword from Chizuru's body with an ugly wet hiss, he spun to face me. We both wore demonic glares of hate, only a small smirk managed to form on Kaoru's face. Rapidly, he readied his sword that was stained with Chizuru's blood. I became a ruthless maelstrom of darkness and violence after noticing my lover's blood dripping onto ground._

_We were to the point of no return; Kaoru and I were both lunging for the final strike. Neither of us focused on defending ourselves. Kaoru wanted me dead, as I did for him. I just wanted him to perish. Gone and erased from memory._

_"Okita-san…", I barely heard Chizuru murmur my name longingly. _

_…How I wished to hold her now… Not even the greatest victory would mean a damn thing if I lost her…_

_My sword glimmered in the darkness of night like a shooting star, and I aimed directly for Kaoru's heart…_

_Our swords never touched…_

_…There was only more blood._

_As my blade sliced my target, I felt a strong and burning impact go through the center of my chest and reverberate painfully throughout my entire body and soul. It was so powerful that all of the air in my lungs left me. The grueling sensation almost felt like more than ten galloping horses collided with me, or worse. All the pain in the world was nothing to what I was feeling now._

_Before I could understand what was happening to me, I met Kaoru's eyes, which were only inches away from mine._

_Despite my sword having cut deeply through his heart, the boy had on a happy face. His smile made me realize the harsh reality of my situation. Though he was dying, he was content with his last success. _

_…With the small amount of energy he had left, his hand reached for the haft of his sword that was protruding from the center of my chest. Cruelly, he jerked it out, bringing back the icy burn and agony I had felt earlier, only now it was much worse. _

_More of my blood spilled, eventually mixing in Kaoru's and Chizuru's._

_I felt hollow, and I lost all control of balance and crumpled roughly to the ground, my body weighing more than iron. Kaoru's body had done the same, but he made no further movement or sound._

_He passed away._

_"Okita-san!", I heard Chizuru scream my name as she tried rushing to me desperately. She stumbled slightly due to her own nasty wound that was still bleeding out, but her trembling arms surrounded me in her warm embrace. _

_"Okita-san!", she yelled again with fear and disheartenment. _

_What was I to do now? I wasn't naïve enough to not be able to understand my inescapable fate._

_I lost track of time, but I knew it was running short for me._

_I was cold, so very cold. My body was beseeching me to close my eyes and give into doom. The pain still lingered, but now I felt numb. Every movement or sound I made was an effort. But I couldn't get discouraged. I needed this precious and fleeting time for Chizuru._

_Weakly, I reached out to her face, cupping her cheek and staining it with my bloody hand. I gave her the best attempt of a smile, but I felt so small and fragile as blood trickled out of my mouth. _

_I could feel a wet pool of blood from my chest expanding underneath me. I've met death before many times, but now it was surrounding me in its cold, dark, and empty embrace…_

_"Earlier…", I choked out softly, not even strong enough to move my lips properly or to speak loudly. I felt Chizuru's hold on me tighten significantly as tears began to leak out from her eyes._

_"You…you said you loved me… …Right?", the pain coursing through my body was nothing compared to my soul-shattering despair. But all I wanted now was even the tiniest glimpse of happiness with Chizuru._

_"Could you say it again?", I asked of her. _

_"I love you… Oh Okita-san, I love you so much!", her voice broke into sobs as her tears fell on my face. Her arms squeezed me, and I smiled at her. I just wanted to hear her say she that loved me over and over again. The most special and important woman in my life loved me, and that was enough to give me indescribable joy. _

_If only I could stay a little longer…_

_I breathed in more air to speak, but each time I did it felt like there was a heavy weight pressing down on my chest, and perhaps each breath was killing me. Nonetheless, I still pushed on…_

_"…It…it made me really happy when you said you wanted to spend your life with me…", my own tears of sadness welled up in my eyes, and yet I still smiled for Chizuru._

_"…Made me want to live, you know…"_

_Pain was nothing now as we only felt grief. But I couldn't leave without letting Chizuru know that I wanted her; that she's the reason I kept on fighting despite all we've suffered through. She had to know that I treasure and love her deeply… That I was grateful to have someone as special as her love someone like me._

_Endless tears rolled down Chizuru's face as her whole body shook with fear and mourning. I didn't want to see her like that, but what could I do? My weak fingertips tried to wipe her crystal tears away, but I only ended up smearing more of my blood on her face._

_"Please…forgive me… I'm gonna leave you alone…", my tears ready to fall, it was my devastated voice that cried first. Continuously, I felt the heavy pull of death snatching my strength away. But dying wasn't my fear, nor my despair…_

_…I couldn't keep my promise to Chizuru: to stay with her forever. What ripped my breaking heart was that she would be alone. _

_Alive, but alone..._

_She had no one left but me, and I was dying right in front of her. I wasn't even sure if I could forgive myself for causing so much pain to her._

_"No, please…", she cried out in denial._

_"Please, don't say that!"_

_How I wished her words could've saved me, but the wound on my chest was one that even the strongest oni couldn't have survived from. As it took hold of my body, I could no longer feel my limbs. My hand remained on Chizuru's cheek, but only by sheer force of will._

_Blood continued to clog my throat, making my gurgling breaths come out as wet, strangling sounds._

_"I don't want to die…", my whimper was that of a vulnerable child's, full of falsified hope. Begging for my life was pointless, I knew. But I couldn't accept my fate…_

_"I don't want to…leave you…"_

_I looked earnestly into Chizuru's eyes, the warmth in them gone. I was scared for the both of us. What would become of us in our own separate paths away from each other? Wondering that only added more torment. But wondering about what our lives could've been if I stayed was like a twisting dagger to my heart and soul because I knew that dream would never exist._

_There was no stopping my tears now as I felt them trickle to the side with overwhelming sorrow. _

_…I would give anything just to spend more time with Chizuru, even if it was only for a little while…_

_"I don't want you to go either!", she wailed as more of her tears rained down on my face. Slowly and lifelessly, my hand began to retract from her face._

_I knew what was coming…_

_"Just…let me hear…your voice…", my voice lowered and weakened. My vision blurred, and it was hard to maintain my focus._

_Just talk to me, Chizuru… Help me rein my focus for only a little bit… The last picture I want in my mind is you…_

_"No, please! Don't go! Don't… Okita-san!", her voice echoed and grew softer to my ears… _

_I held my gaze to hers for as long as I could before losing it completely…_

_"Chizuru…", like blowing out a candle, my tongue refused to make any more sounds ever again. Then my arm fell limply to my side…_

_My last word was her name… The name that brought me life, joy, and rest…_

_I love you too, Chizuru… I wish I could've told you that over and over again. _

_Forever…_

_…_

_…I felt light, but with no body. My form was unidentifiable. It was just…me._

_The slight breeze that whistled through me didn't feel cold. In fact, I couldn't feel any of my surroundings. My gaze wandered down, and I realized that I was…floating? Perhaps I should've been marveled by the idea that I was achieving man's dream of flying, but my sight perished all the thoughts I was having._

_I was directly above Chizuru and…somebody else. Chizuru was holding onto that body for what seemed like ages, just crying._

_"Okita-san?", she called out with disbelief. Her voice had me on edge; something was wrong. Why was she crying? Why is she sad? I tried to reach for her, but found I couldn't touch her. What was going on?_

_Suddenly angst, sadness, and frustration possessed my body. Why couldn't I even touch her?! _

_"Chizuru…", I said her name, but only I could hear the sound of my own voice. Hopelessly, she cried some more. Seeing her like that was like sticking myself into the very bottom of the ocean, just left there to drown. There was nothing I could do for her. I could only watch the events unfold._

_"Okita-san… Okita-san!", she kept calling my name, and no matter how many times I answered her, there was no sound. _

_I scanned the valley we were in. Two other bodies were left on the ground, lying on their pools of blood that was mixed in with mud. I didn't have to inspect their ghostly pale corpses further to realize that something terrible had just taken place. _

_Finally, I looked at the body in Chizuru's arms._

_The man in her hold was unresponsive. It didn't take me long to notice the largely terrifying pool of blood underneath him and the phantasmal moon reflecting off of it eerily. My stare returning to the body, I noticed the ugly wound right on the center of his chest. The blood that poured out from it stained his clothes black. And if that wasn't enough to convince me that he was dead, all I had to do was look at his eyes._

_Green, but with no life residing within them. The light that had once made them shimmer with energy and hope wasn't present. His eyes were focused on nothing, not even the stars above him. _

_The man was undoubtedly and irrevocably dead…_

_…Yet Chizuru refused to let go of him._

_"Okita-san, please… Say something…anything…", she pleaded to the body, but she still got no answer. Even the slightest peep from the man would've eased her, but she was stuck in the cloudy and dark midst of despair._

_Without an end in sight, she kept holding the man's body and weeping over him. It was at that moment that I finally realized I was now currently a shadow of my former self._

_The body was Okita-san, me, Souji._

_"Chizuru, I'm still here", I tried to reassure her that I was fine, at least in spirit, but her agony only made me question if death was really a release from pain and suffering. I felt as dead as my corpse._

_"We…we'll be together…!", despite her sobbing, Chizuru's tone had a strange sense of determination within it. It left me confused, and ultimately worried._

_What was she planning?_

_With her good arm, she reached for the kodachi on her side and drew it out painfully slow from its scabbard. Like the blood, it reflected the moonlight hauntingly as if it became a symbol or omen for the future._

_Finally laying my body down, but not daring to leave it, she sat up straight. She was still conscious of the wound on her shoulder, but she ignored its twitching as best as she could. Why wasn't she doing anything to heal her arm? I couldn't understand._

_Before anything else, she bent over and kissed my unfeeling lips lingeringly, not minding my blood on her mouth. Once she parted, her voice was barely louder than a whisper._

_"We'll be together… Forever…", her words could've soothed my dying soul, but I couldn't feel happy about her plan that I had, at last, discovered._

_Sitting up straight again, she positioned the tip of her sword to where the line of her wound had stopped only inches from her heart._

_"Please… Don't…", I begged, but my voice went unheard. Unlike me, Chizuru could survive; she had years ahead of her. Getting over my passing would never be an easy task, but she had time to find her will to live again. _

_Find another man, fall in love, raise kids, grow old, just anything that would be sufficient enough to keep her happy and alive._

_But nothing I could've said or done would stop her. She was a stubborn woman, after all. I felt so powerless and useless…_

_Was I always this pitiable?_

_I saw with pain-staking misery the edge of her sword finish the work that had been carved earlier into her body. It was quick, but heartbreaking to watch. The sword reached her heart, and now she was dying…_

_With last remaining strength she had, she pulled the sword out and landed heavily next to my body. Her weak and trembling arms surrounded me once again as she laid her head to rest on my chest. I watched grievingly our blood being mixed together, forming into our large velvety bed that was so dark, it looked as though we were disappearing into a dark abyss or void._

_"…I'll…stay with you…forever…", she quivered out with a small genuine smile. _

_Her heavy eyelids closed, and oddly, she looked calm; at peace..._

_…The anguish bearing my heart down was lessened when I felt something familiar approach me. _

_Even without a figure, I recognized the soul that was and would be forever bound to mine. We would never be alone anymore…_

_Was I selfish for feeling happy? My joy conflicted with guilt. Could I ever truly experience complete happiness and peace knowing that she gave her life for me?_

_Could I really start over and forget everything?_

_It wasn't fair…_

* * *

><p><strong>Finally I got this out, so thank you for reading through all of this! As some of you might know, I'm currently in college, so life has been busy, and I also moved to a different state which makes things more hectic. So that's reason behind my madness, and I hope the next update will be less of a wait, but bear in mind that my schedule is crazy. Anyway, I'm thinking that the story will end with just TWO MORE CHAPTERS, SO PREPARE YOURSELVES! Please leave a review and tell me what you thought, it will help me out tremendously. And as <strong>**always, have an awesome day!**


End file.
